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Abstract
The paper analyses the social constructions of ‘gender’ and ‘care’ as manifest in the experiences of female international labour migration in Sri Lanka. Female international labour migration as domestic workers in the last three decades has triggered a care crisis observable at the level of the families as well as the communities of migrant workers. It has become a cause of social discomfort, with critical public opinion gaining momentum in influencing policy responses that may adversely affect women migrant workers. 

In the Sri Lankan context notions of ‘care’ affiliated with nurturing and parenting practices are deeply rooted in the notion of motherhood, and hence women’s migration for work abroad can be easily interpreted as putting the family in jeopardy. By illustrating how gendered representation of the care crisis has shaped the different rationalities and responses towards female migration, the paper brings to the fore the mutual interplay between policy and societal responses, showing how the female-centred construction of care shapes state responses, which in turn could impact the propensity and choice of women to join the migrant labour force. 

The National Labour Migration policy of 2009 reflects how state rationality of efficiency appears to be built on the premise of protecting the family and the children left behind by means of institutional safeguards to minimize social costs. Simultaneously, skilled migration is being promoted to ensure a higher value of export labour, which would imply curtailing female migration as domestic workers categorized as unskilled. 

The migration histories of mothers and daughters in the Sri Lankan village of Boraluwa Gama, show how the ‘substitution’ of male skilled workers for female unskilled workers is not always mirrored at the level of the family.  Making choices occurs in a zone of ‘social legitimacy’ where negotiation between opposing values and norms held by the state and community on the one hand and the individual on the other are taking place. For women weighing options often involves a complex process of compromises in view of the fact that they often bear the moral burden of care alone. While the discourses of the State and community have established a strong presence in this zone of negotiation, the views and experiences of the men and women within the migrant communities remain unexplored, making the dialogue incomplete. 

The paper concludes that the implications of the skewed burden of care for men and women and how notions of personhood and wellbeing cannot be separated from relations of care between parents and their children remains to be addressed. Without addressing this imbalance, care and its organization will continue to remain a central ingredient in determining the extent of social legitimacy for women to exercise their right to choose migration as an option for livelihood and personal development. 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction

Those days, girls as soon as they came out of school applied for a passport. It was a new wave. That’s what all girls did…Now things seem to have changed. Young women no longer clamour to go abroad. There is a tendency to look for work in a factory, shop, private employment or vocational training after school (Returnee Migrant, Village of Boraluwa Gama, 29/07/ 2009)
We go to the villages to find them, but the women just won’t agree. They say they are afraid of problems in the family. It’s the training given to them by the Foreign Employment Bureau–they put all these ideas in to their heads! (Manager, Private recruitment agency, Colombo, 31/08/2009)
1.1 Statement of the Research Problem 
Writing on migratory trends observed in the United Kingdom as early as 1885, Ravenstein concluded that women were more migratory than men (cited in Corbett, 2001). He however observed that while males ventured longer distances crossing borders, women tended to migrate more frequently within them – which he showed to be a result of employment seeking behaviour of women who sought either paid domestic work or jobs in shops and factories (ibid). In recent times with the growing demand for inexpensive domestic workers in wealthy economies, female international migration has become for a large number of women in developing countries, a means of supporting their family while the male spouses remain in their countries of birth. This shows that gender dynamics in migration is complex and merit a comprehensive framework of analysis.

International migration has a long history in Sri Lanka, which has been systematically documented as of the 1960’s. The economic implications of labour migration in Sri Lanka are significant at both the national and the household levels as the country has become a leading source country exporting domestic workers, mainly to the Gulf region. The remittances brought in by these women workers are a major source of foreign exchange for the developing economy, second only to the apparel industry export earnings (Pinnawala, 2009: 69).Private remittances for the year 2008 amounted to Rs. 316,118 million, making up 35.87% of total export earning of the country of which 59.80% came from the Middle East as recorded in the Central Bank Annual Reports (Cited in SLBFE Annual Statistical Report, 2008). International labour migration also plays a significant role in mitigating the issue of domestic unemployment as seen by the fact that migration of Sri Lankans for foreign employment as a percentage of the total labour force stood at 23.68% while 24.98% of total employed population were migrant workers serving abroad in 2008 (Central Bank Annual Reports, Cited in SLBFE Annual Statistical Report, 2008: 113). Studies reveal that the major push factors as indicated by migrant women themselves can be summed up as- desire to improve economic status, to build a permanent house, to better educate their children and to come out of a permanent state of indebtedness, (Kottegoda, 1991; Yapa 1995; Cenwor 2002; INSTRAW 2000; Gamburd, 2002; Dias and Jayasundera 2002 cited in Kottegoda, 2006: 56) while the need to escape from abusive relationships has been sited as a subsidiary factor (Yapa, 1995 cited in Kottegoda, 2006: 56).
Studies on international female migration in Sri Lanka have yielded interesting insights of its social impacts and its effects on children of migrant workers left behind. The common tendency to hold the migrant woman responsible for the care gap within the family has been broached by several researchers and activists but remains problematized by few outside the academic circles. Jayasundera (2006:2) highlights the role played by the media in idealizing the ‘traditional role of the mother’ through dramatic projections of the negative consequences faced by the family in her prolonged absence. The consequent ‘discomfort’ (Kottegoda, 2007: 11) arising with regard to female labour migration has penetrated the State discourse with its implicit articulation as a policy concern by the State. 

While economic considerations continue to guide the direction of national policy, Oishi (2005:94) reveals how emigration policies, especially pertaining to female migration is often closely intertwined with national identity. This may explain the conflict of interests between those who see the preservation of traditional gender roles as a priority in maintaining social cohesion and upholding the country’s national identity on the one hand and those who see the rights of women to migrate and to employment as a democratic standard that must be upheld, on the other. 

This research analyses the phenomenon of female international migration from the perspective of the interplay between different power relations, including those between the State and migrants-sending communities, communities and migrant’s families and within migrant’s families. Focusing on the evolving and reciprocal relationship between the gendered devolution of care at the level of the Sri Lankan transnational family and the migration policy of the state, the study explores the complex interaction between the shifting position of the state towards female migration and public opinion on the ‘care crisis’, with the objective of showing how this interplay has produced a gendered policy environment that can affect women’s choices within the communities and their families.  
1.2 Rationale and Objectives
Research on female migration in Sri Lanka plays little attention to the mutual interplay between state policy and societal response, particularly how gender interests are set-in this process and how it may impact on women’s choices and agency to migrate as a livelihood option. 

Objective(s)
1. To analyze the unofficial discourse of the state in relation to female labour migration and the crisis of care.

2. To explore the extent to which the shifting position of the state has been affected by the social critique of female migration and has in turn affected the free choice of women to join the migrant labour force.

 

1.3 Research Questions

3. In what ways do gendered values direct the response of the state to the crisis of care arising in Sri Lankan transnational families?
4. What new rationalities are guiding the ethical-political dimension of the discourse on migration (Utilitarian, Rights-based, Communitarian) and what are its implications for practice and obligation of care? 

5. Is there a generational change in the ways families respond to the ‘care deficit’ arising from international female labour migration and how is that shaping women’s agency in relation to choosing migration as a means of livelihood and personal development? 
1.4 Research Methodology 

This research takes a social constructivist approach to analyze the mutual interplay between perspectives held by different actors involved in female international migration and how this in turn shapes state policy.   Gender is seen as a reality, cross cutting the multifaceted social construct of the ‘female migrant domestic worker’ (Carling, 2005: 20) at various levels. The entry point is the gendered devolution of obligation and practice of care at the level of the community and the transnational family. The analysis penetrates various levels ranging from the State’s position in relation to female labour migration; the rights based discourse of local non-state actors (NGOs and Trade Union), migrants-sending communities and the transnational family in an attempt to discern the dynamic power-relations and exchange of priorities at work within and between these various actors and levels.   
Data Collection 
This is a qualitative study which draws on both primary and secondary data. 
Primary Data:
The primary data was gathered from the three different levels which the research aims to analyze:

6.    The State’s position on female migration was gleaned through interviews carried out with the Ministry for Foreign Employment Promotion and Welfare, The Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment (SLBFE) and the National Child Protection Authority of Sri Lanka (NCPA). The process manager representing the ILO and several of the working group members, who were together with the Ministry, responsible for developing the National Policy on Labour Migration, 2009 were also interviewed.

7.   The community level actors and interest groups this research sought to analyze included the migrant Services Centre (MSC) – a social arm of a Trade Union movement and The Action Network for Migrant Women (ACTFORM) –a network between organizations, media and personnel advocating the rights of the woman migrant. These organizations were identified by virtue of being two local initiatives that focused exclusively on female migrants.
8.   Migration histories individual mothers and daughters belonging to three families from the village of Boraluwa Gama, in the Kegalle district were gathered, in an attempt to get a glimpse in the decision making process of women in relation to migration as a livelihood option, within the family and community.  The sample was purposively selected through the assistance of the MSC mobilizer working and living in the village.
Interviews were also conducted with teachers of Ashoka Vidyalaya, a public school in the area where children of migrant parents attended. This had to be done through a visit to a tuition-based class conducted by these teachers for students who needed extra help as school holidays had commenced. 

In Colombo, interviews were conducted with three former migrant women who were presently employed in households in and around the capital as nannies and domestic workers.
Secondary Data:

· The annual statistical reports published by the Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment were used as the main source of statistical data. 
· Text analysis was adopted to scrutinize the constructions of gender and care, in the National Labour Migration policy for Sri Lanka launched in 2009. 

· Training manuals used by the Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment (SLBFE) for pre-departure training of migrants and relevant ILO publications were also reviewed. 

· Print media reports pertaining to migration in the years 2008 till date were analyzed to discern how issues relating to migration were represented. 
Data Analysis and Synthesis

To trace the mutual interplay between positions adopted by the state and societal responses the paper uses the concept of ‘social legitimacy’ as a bridge between state policy and patterns of migrant behaviour. To analyze how social legitimacy works at the level of the state, the paper examines its evolving position regarding female migration, how it constructs and represents women’s gender identity and care as parenting practices- against the shifts in the quantitative significance of female labour migration. To analyze the responses of communities, the paper examines the counter discourses and practices regarding women’s rights to mobility and employment. The migration histories are used to discern the inter-subjective meanings and interpretation of structures of regulations and opportunity among two generations of women with migratory experience. Triangulating these three set of data aims at demonstrating how women’s individual choices are often negotiated within the boundaries of complex power relations which extend beyond the household.  
1.5 Limitations

The sample size for migrant histories has been limited to three families in a single village. This was due to the short duration of time (two weeks) spent on location, with interviews of policy makers and NGO representatives having to be conducted in the capital. The limited size of the sample is also due to the fact that most families with migration experience in the village had members who were inaccessible as they were currently working abroad. Therefore the findings have to be taken as indicative of the subjecting choice making of the women interviewed and cannot be generalized in any way across geographical location or ethnic backgrounds. The focus of these in-depth interviews was to discern the diverse structures of opportunity facing women belonging to two generations and the complex process by which they weighed their options in relation to migration. 

Given that the activity plans for the measures proposed in the National Labour Migration policy, 2009 were in the process of being drawn up, the information gathered in relation to its execution, from representatives of different State bodies were at times contradictory and speculative in nature.
  

1.6 Organization of the paper 

The paper contains five chapters. Chapter one offers an introduction to the research problem, rationale for the study and the methodology used. Chapter two presents the analytical framework and the key analytical concepts relevant to the research area. Chapter three examines the diverse rationalities and representation of female migration in Sri Lanka in an attempt to locate the role played by the Care Crisis in shaping these responses. Chapter four presents Migration histories from three families with migration experience in the research location. The conclusions of this study id presented in Chapter five.

Chapter 2 – The Social Construction of Gender and Care in Migration: An analytical framework
Introduction:
This chapter provides a framework of analysis of the social construction of gender and care in the domain of migration in Sri Lanka. Migration research on gender is presented as evolutionary, interacting closely with changing realities regarding female migration world wide and producing distinct analytical approaches. This framework draws on the insights developed by Carling (2005) who draws on previous work to provide an approach that can capture causal relationships between gender and migration in a more comprehensive way, by discerning the overlapping flows between gender relations, migration, consequences of migration and the representations of migration. The gender, care and migration nexus will be examined, focusing on its meaning as obligations and practices in parenting, and how such practices takes place within global care chains spanning countries of origin and destination. To capture the negotiation on care between the state and communities, and among responsible individuals in migrants-sending countries, the concept of ‘social legitimacy’ will be introduced as an interface between this multi-level negotiations to show how the moral burden of care placed on women limits their freedom to exercise their agency when it comes to migrating for work. 

1.7 Gender in Migration
Conventional explanatory theories of migration both in the classical (pre-1970s) and the neo classical period (post 1970s) have not investigated gender aspects of migration, which was taken to be a male phenomenon (Pinnawala, 2009: 30). While the theories from the classical period were preoccupied with macro level economic drivers of migration, based on gender-neutral aggregate data, the neo-classical theories focused on households and individual level decision making- still based on the assumption that men were the economic providers and the heads of households and therefore the migrant (Pinnawala, 2009: 30). The presentation of migration as a male phenomenon continued until the 1980’s, when women’s participation in migration became statistically significant. Yet female migration was still perceived to be a behaviour that deviated from the norm (Pinnawala, 2009: 34) It was only after the 1990s that gender has appeared as a central theme in causal analysis of migration (Pinnawala, 2009:33). Two distinct approaches may be identified in this regard: women and migration and gender and migration.

Women and Migration: In his work, Carling (2005: 3) shows how research on women and migration has followed the larger trend in development research – with an initial focus on women, rather than on men and women defined in relation to one another
Following the recognition of women as independent migrants, studies on migration in the 1980s were concerned with “making migrant women visible” (Carling, 2005:4). The attention on women as migrants- often primary migrants – paved the way for several case studies bringing out the differential migratory experience for female migrants as opposed to males, but remained more as a ‘woman’s issue, rather than penetrating in to migration theory (Carling, 2005:4).The ‘women and migration’ approach therefore failed to address the power relations at various levels of the migratory process, often positioning women in a disadvantaged position in relation to men, by virtue of the values, characteristics and obligations attributes to them.

Gender and Migration: The analysis of the social construction of gender in migration is seen to be a post 1990s development (Pinnawala, 2009; Carling 2005). As a result the level of investigation shifted from differentiating patterns of migration based on the biological category of sex of the migrant, to recognizing the gendered power relations within the migratory process but also in its causation. Pinnawala (2009: 34) attributes the entry of gender in to the explanation of migration, to two developments: 1) the integration of feminist scholarship and analysis in to the social sciences and 2) the growth in the significance of female migrants as independent earners, especially in the gendered and demand driven category of domestic workers. The latter phenomenon stimulated concerns about the relationship between women’s own income and their capacity to exercise autonomy in decision making and alter their positions in the household.
Despite the advances made during the past few decades, there remains to be a dearth of work which goes beyond using the term ‘gender’ as an organizing principle to focus on the relationship between the complex phenomenon of identity construction and migration (Carling, 2005: 5). Mainstream migration literature continues to treat ‘gender’ in a superficial manner, neglecting women’s subjective experiences of migration as shaped by identity construction (Kofman in Carling, 2005:5). 
The conceptual framework developed by Carling (2005: 5) as illustrated below, attempts to bring together the multiple and reciprocal forms of causal analysis in relation to gender and migration.
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Figure 1:  Different Forms of Causal Analysis of the Gender Dimensions of Migration

This framework is explained in four distinct flows which in reality overlap to a considerable extent. The causal relations shown in arrows (1, 2, 3 and 4) in the diagram are explained below: 

1) Gender influences and shapes the flow of migration, through creating specific market niches for certain types of labour but also through impacting the supply side; prompting state level facilitation for one category of labour migration over another. Carling (2005:6) points out how the construction and relations of gender permeate the experience of migration but specifically determine: the degree of choice in one’s decision to migrate, one’s aspiration to migrate provided that the right to choose is present and the ability to realize this desire. 

2) The effect migration itself has on gender relations within the family and community in the country of origin is examined next. While the modification of woman’s status warrants examination -in cases where she becomes an independent migrant but also when she is left to head the household following the departure of the husband, Carling (2005: 7) warns us against establishing simplistic cause-effect relationships as the influence of migration on women’s position must be analyzed “with reference to the temporal and spatial context as well as to the life circumstances of individual women” (ibid).

3) The third form of causal analysis looks at how gender dynamics alter the consequences of migration. Carling (2005: 7) discusses how the social conditioning of men and women in the society and family influence the amount of earnings remitted to the family.  Carling (2005:7) also reveals how policy measures of the state relating to migration, based on the male breadwinner bias, can alter the eventual consequences of migration. 

4) The final form of causal analysis deals with how gender influences the ways in which migration is represented by researchers, policy makers, civil society and migrants themselves.  It is also insightful to gauge how gendered norms and values permeating the social fabric, affects the way migrants and their families perceive their own experience, often shaping their narratives and interpretations.

Carling’s framework provides an entry point to explore how the practices and relations of care, replete with gendered connotations and meanings, shape and are shaped by migration.  A phrase first coined by Arlie Hochschild (2000 in Yeates, 2005:2) global care chains is used to describe a “series of personal links between people across the globe based on the paid or unpaid work of caring”. In recent research this typically refers to situations where a woman in a wealthy country, finding it difficult to fulfil her domestic work when engaging in productive work or paid employment outside the home, purchases another woman’s labour. This other woman is commonly drawn from a poorer household either locally or as is increasingly the case-from a poorer country (Yeates, 2005: 2). 
Carling, through the framework presented above emphasizes the significance of gender’ as a bearer of values at every phase or link of this chain. In the context of a labour sending country like Sri Lanka the constructions of masculinity and femininity remain very much centred around notions of man as bread winner and woman as carer and home-maker. Even in the face of structural unemployment blurring the divide and making it necessary for women to become supplementary or even primary earners in the family, the expectations of home-making and parenting have remained unchanged and mother-centred.  These values and expectations defining gender roles is therefore crucial  in  determining a woman’s choice making and  aspiration to migrate as a livelihood option as well as her ability to act on this desire.

In such situations ‘care’ tends to play a subtle and yet significant role in shaping the way female migration is both understood and represented by different stakeholders, each in turn impacting the agency of the individual female migrant. 
Gender and Perceived Vulnerability
Observing how a majority of conventional theories of migration are explained through the idea of ‘profitability’ Marlou (2009) introduces an alternate theory to explain Gender in relation to the migration. Schrover (2006:1) proposes to replace ‘profitability’ with the concept of ‘vulnerability’ shown to be better suited to explain the differences between migrant men and women. 

Defined as “the degree to which groups and individuals within society are differentially at risk” Schrover (2006:6) makes a distinction between real and perceived vulnerability. The ‘real’ vulnerability of migrant women are shown (by Granovetter  1985,  1995,  Portes 1995 in Schrover 2006:20) to be reduced through forms of ‘embeddedness’— defined as “the insertion of  human  action  into  wider  social  structures”. 
While ‘structural embeddedness’ refers to the integration of migrants in to the wider society and labour market, ‘relational embeddedness’ is the extent to which communities and networks act as a source of social capital to the migrant (Coleman 1994; Kloosterman, Van der Leun and Rath 1999, Engbersen et al. 1999 in Schrover, 2006: 20). 

Vulnerabilities are shown as being shaped by structural and cultural differences (Schrover, 2006:7). Structural differences that render migrants vulnerable would involve an official denial of their rights while cultural differences are shown as arising from gender stereotyping (ibid).
The portrayal of women as ‘docile victims’ is highlighted by Schrover et al. (2008: 12) through showing how illegal entry of men are generally spoken of as ‘being smuggled’ while women are often referred to as ‘being trafficked’. Through such a distinction in definition, men are portrayed as being in control and deserving punitive action while women are stripped of their agency and presented as needing protection. These protective measures while helping women in certain ways can also prove to be restrictive, especially when it manifests in the form of a ban on migration, a feature common to several Asian countries
 (Schrover et al., 2008:12). 

The gender stereotyping of women as nurturers within the family and community, on the other hand make women migrant workers vulnerable to social criticism for the care crisis and upheaval in the family arising in their absence. In both directions, the construction of gender stereotypes works against female migration; simultaneously heightening the ‘perceived vulnerability’ of migrant women and calling for a revaluation of the option of migrating for work. 

1.8 Care: An obligation and a practice permeated by Gender
If fathers worldwide shared child care more equitably, care would be spread laterally instead of being passed down a global social-class ladder (Hochschild, 2000, cited in Carling, 2005: 15)
As defined by UNRISD (Razavi, 2007: 6) ‘care work’ can be seen as encompassing care of persons (e.g.: feeding, bathing, supervising children, the sick or the elderly) as well as household maintenance which involves tasks such as cooking, cleaning, washing clothes, etc contributing indirectly to caring for individuals. Largely neglected by governments the unpaid care economy
 is predominantly female-led both in developed and in developing countries (UNDP, 1995). Palmer (1995) coins this inequality in carrying out the obligations to care, or the obligation to contribute to the unpaid care economy prior to engaging in any other activity as a "reproduction tax" imposed on women.

Massive entry of women in to the labour markets in the last decades implies a re-arrangement of this obligation. In high-income countries, the re-arrangement has taken place through the transfer of this obligation to paid care providers in private homes, mostly to low-paid female labourers from poorer countries, thereby releasing women in wealthier positions to pursue productive work (Hochschild, 2000).  In many sending countries the obligation to care and distribution of caring duties tend to be skewed along gender lines – to the extent that the ‘father’ is often absolved of all responsibility over child rearing – the care gaps created by the absence of mothers due to migration is smoothed over by care providing arrangements that often involve female extended family members who act as proxy caregivers, against payment (Pinnawala, 2009: 135). (See appendix 1)
1.9 Social Legitimacy 

The concept of ‘social legitimacy’ introduced by Oishi (2005) describes an arena of constant interactions and negotiations between multilevel factors which affect the trajectories of female migration on micro and macro scales. The concept is used here to bridge the macro level discourses of and micro level patterns of migrant behaviour.
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Figure 2: Interactions of Determinants 

Defined as “an endorsement that a society or community attaches to individual’s particular behavioural patterns” Oishi’s (2005:145) treatment of the concept refers to the social endorsement of international migration as an acceptable means of employment for women. This in turn is shown to be shaped by factors such as - a society’s previous exposure to and level of comfort with women being independent income earners and rural-urban migration by women, leading to Oishi’s conclusion that a country such as Sri Lanka has a relatively higher degree of social endorsement when compared to non-sending countries in the region (2005:153). The social stigma attached to female migration, arising from gendered ideologies however, appear to be limited in the analysis by Oishi (2005:163) broaching only community level concerns over female virginity and marriage-ability of young women returnees. 
The broader conceptualization of perceived vulnerability by Schrover (2006: 20) is brought in here in relation to its notion of ‘social monitoring’ shown to depend upon how communities support individual migrants or their decision to migrate, according to their perception of how much protection or allowance for self-determination they need. Hence the more protection a potential migrant may be seen as needing the less social legitimacy a decision to migrate would entail.

Migrants  themselves,  their families,  immigrant communities, employers, lawyers, governments, organizations and media reports all play a role in the construction of this vulnerability  (Schrover, 2006:24) 

The diverse constructions and representations of the perceived vulnerabilities of female migrants and also their dependents left behind are at times seen to generate monitoring and  ‘protective’ measures which have the potential of limiting the choices and freedom to self determination of individual women (Schrover, 2006:24)..

Concluding thoughts:
Carling’s (2005) framework of intersecting flows of causality is a conceptual advance in the study of migration from a gender perspective and provides an opportunity to examine how each flow adds to or detracts from the level of social legitimacy given to female migration. Schrover’s concept of ‘perceived vulnerability’ allows us to deepen the analysis of ‘rationality of choice’ among different stakeholders – women, community level interest groups and the State. The subsequent chapter sets out to analyse the evolving rationalities concerning international female labour migration in Sri Lanka and the interplay between policy and societal responses.
Chapter 3 – Female Migration and Responses to the Care Crisis in Sri Lanka: Diverse rationalities and representation
Migration involves a domestic upheaval which most husbands and children cannot cope with (Vijitha Fernando, 1989: 5).
Introduction:
This chapter gives an overview of the construction of gender and care within Sri Lankan society before examining how this has shaped the representation of care in relation to female labour migration. It examines the way in which the organization of care has been established as a matter to be dealt with within the private sphere, and within it as an obligation passed on to other female members within the kinship network. 

Through tracing the evolution of bureaucratization of the emigration process in Sri Lanka and the counter discourses emerging from community level, this chapter attempts to locate the ethical-political dimension of the State position in relation to female migration. 
It attempts to follow the State’s evolving role from controller (of skilled migration) to facilitator (of unskilled female migration) to protector (of the female migrants) and finally protector of the children of migrant workers, in response to demands and pressures arising from different quarters and conflicting rationalities. 

1.10 The Representation of Care in Migration: Continuity and change in Gender stereotyping

Sri Lankan society consists of diverse ethnic and religious groups, which entail some socio-cultural differences in its definitions of appropriate bahaviour for men and women. Despite this diversity, women have been shown to hold an overall disadvantaged position in Sri Lankan society due to the prevalent gender ideologies and general socio-economic and demographic conditions that prevail. (Pinnawala, 2009: 102)

With culturally designated roles for women and men in Sri Lankan society, there appears to be a binary framework of gender, with care providing tasks ascribed to women, while the male remains more of a care receiver in the family. Kurian (1989: 182) observes how domestic chores in households across all communities and ethnic groups are considered tasks which are natural to women. Chores such as cooking, cleaning, washing, taking care of children and the ill within the family are traditionally ascribed to women, while the household space is also divided along gender lines, with the kitchen area considered the woman’s domain (Pinnawala, 2009: 102). . While care duties in relation to parenting and child rearing practices, remain very much ‘mother-centred’ across communities despite socio-cultural variations, the male head of household is seen to be the “…primary earner, asset owner, negotiator with the public and the link with the outside world” (Jayasundera, 2006: 9). 

This binary construction of care in the family, appears to have been challenged with the advent of female labour migration. With little signs of change in the boundaries of masculinity which continues to evade home-making and child rearing practices regarded as women’s work, strategic initiatives by women have given rise to new arrangements of care provision, extending beyond immediate family.  

Studies conducted in Sri Lankan migrant sending communities reveal that there is seldom a role reversal on the part of the male spouse in the event that the wife migrates for employment abroad.  On the contrary, a study carried out by Jayasundera (2006) reveals how in families where the woman is the migrant worker, the spouse left behind is often seen to be negligent and irresponsible in relation to domestic chores and parental duties. Pinnawala (2009: 128) sees this reluctance on the part of the husband to take on what is traditionally perceived to be ‘women’s work’ as arising from fear of being perceived inferior by society. The incidence of alcoholism and drug use among the husbands of migrants is explained by Gamburd (2000: 177-181) as a result of this crisis of Masculinity experienced by the men folk, the majority of whom seem to struggle with role reversal. Male spouses when confronted with a set of duties unfamiliar to them, instead of adapting or learning, resort to drinking and other forms of escapism is a reality which is rarely questioned or challenged by both men and women in Sri Lankan society. A statement made by a religious actor, closely working with female migrants revealed how this reaction was endorsed and accepted as something quite natural even by opinion leaders in the society.

In our culture the father's role has always been to provide for the family and when the mother takes on that role, the father cannot cope with child care, cooking and washing- this often drives them to drinking

- Sister Immaculate, Member of ACTFORM
It would however be inaccurate to surmise that female migration has in no way modified the gender relations in the sending community. A study carried out by Save the Children, Sri Lanka (2006: 6-7) shows evidence that despite resistance, there has been a degree of change in the traditional division of labour, with the onset of female labour migration. The study found that fathers in the sample had in fact shown a higher level of comfort with new roles they had assumed in relation to household chores and child care.

However, in the absence of the mother, the general tendency with regard to filling the void created appears to be reliance on what Pinnawala (2009: 139) calls the ‘family, kinship and neighbourhood triad’– an important support system forged during the migration phase to fulfil domestic chores and child supervision. This arrangement based on the spirit of kinship and obligation, is increasingly showing signs of involving a return favour expected from the migrant – usually in the form of an air ticket or sponsorship for employment abroad (Pinnawala, 2009: 135-137). 

In the absence of State support, the organization of care has been established as a matter to be dealt with within the private sphere, and within it as an obligation passed on to other female members within the extended kinship network. This seems to reflect how in potential migrants, in the absence of structural embeddedness in some form of official support – are seen to compensate for this lack, through strategic investments in securing relational embeddedness through community level support. (Schrover, 2006: 20).

It is important to acknowledge that during the migration phase, the care duties embedded in the mutual relationships between mother and dependants do not cease to exist, as evident by the body of work published on transnational mothering. This could be perceived to be yet another source of relational embeddedness migrant mothers and their children have come to rely upon. In her analysis of Filipino migrant women, Parrenas (2001) explores practices of transnational parenting and reveals how the moral and emotional care of the children left behind are compromised by mothers, who do so only in order to provide them with material care and security. Women migrants often internalize social expectations of traditional mothering in the family and community and face great challenges with practices of transnational mothering carried out across great geographical space and time zones, which they at times feel are inadequate. This is seen as heightening the strain, loneliness and helplessness experienced by both the mother and the children as a reaction to which the women often resort to coping mechanisms such as regular communication and commodification of love (Parrenas, 2001: 371). 

During this phase of migration, it has been seen that in instances of crisis, where the father or proxy caregivers failed to meet child care needs, there is a tendency of the family requesting the immediate return of the migrant – a step which both the State and non State support groups would endorse, if the case is proven to be genuine.  A worker’s rights violation report filed with the Migrant Services Centre on the 04/05/09 reported one such case, where three children had been left in the care of the father and the grandmother while their mother left for work in Kuwait. The grandmother who had taken ill could no longer watch the children and the husband of a migrant worker, finding it difficult to cope with this new role of care provider (claiming to not have adequate time as he must go out to work and how “they [the children] don’t have a rapport” with him) is seeking the assistance of the SLBFE and the MSC to have his wife repatriated. Interviews with representatives of the National Child Protection Authority of Sri Lanka also revealed how they facilitate the process of having the migrant repatriated approximately 4 or 5 times a year. These discussions further revealed that no follow up action or assistance had been provided by the State in securing an alternate means of livelihood for these women after they had been brought back. A second complaint lodged at the MSC on 7th October, 2008 (accessed on 05/08/09) told the story of a Sri Lankan woman who worked as a house maid in Kuwait for over two years when she was sexually abused by her employer. On reporting this to the madam of the house, she was sent home with no compensation, five months after which she gave birth. With no support from her family, and little skill to secure alternate employment, she related how she worked as a daily paid domestic aide in a house in Colombo. She worked from 8 in the morning till noon, when she hurried home to feed her child before going back to work. She was asking for support in caring for her daughter but had not received any response from the SLBFE.

The fact that a father when failing to satisfactorily take on child care duties has the leverage to appeal to the State for assistance brings out the differential approach taken to male and female care-givers. Mothers by virtue of being perceived to be ‘essentially’ more resourceful and natural care-providers are positioned less favourably than men who appear to be more ‘structurally embedded’ – qualifying for greater external support.

1.11 ‘Care’ in the Evolution of Bureaucratization of the Emigration Process in Sri Lanka

Migration appears to have become an issue of policy concerns since 1975 with the rapid growth of Sri Lankan labour moving into the Middle East (Gunatilleke, 1991:290). The 1980s saw a rise in the migration of female unskilled labour as a combined result of both internal and external conditions.

The liberalization of the economy in 1977 and the active promotion of labour migration by the Government through institutional and policy measures played a significant role in opening this corridor of contractual labour flows. The State’s role as ‘controller’ of migration of skilled labour appears to have shifted to the role of ‘facilitator’ with the advent of unskilled or semi-skilled migration to the Middle East (Pinnawala, 2009:68). As a result a sharp increase of female migration may be noted when comparing the 8,082 migrant workers that left the shores of Sri Lanka in 1978 , to a startling 20,980 who migrated the following year (Oishi, 2005: 70). 

To understand the shifting state position on migration, it is useful to discern the major ethical-political frameworks used in planning. While acknowledging that there are rarely clear distinctions in their application to real world planning, Campbell and Marshall (1999) set out several key ethical frames of reference:

9.   Technocratic Rationalism
 – Takes the utility of the majority as its end goal while measuring individual preference through a rational cost-benefit analysis.

10.   Procedural Planning – Seeks to replace the monetary valuation of utility with the notion that ‘professional expertise and rigorous adherence to procedure’ is needed to ensure the best outcome. Drawn from the deontological thinking of Emmanuel Kant, it emphasizes the principle of justice and the utmost importance of upholding individual rights.
11.  Incrementalism – defined as a ‘pragmatic form of policy-making’ subscribes to moral pluralisms which rejects any fixed ethics or rules and therefore can be seen as a dialogue between various actors, instead of looking to the State as the judge .
12.  Communicative planning
 – replaces positivist notions of rationalism with a communicative conception, calling for an inter-subjective exchange in order to reach mutually acceptable goals.
13.  Advocacy Planning – Rejecting the possibility that planning can be an apolitical process, Advocacy planning, envisions planners as being committed practitioners, advocating the interests they uphold.
14.  Communitarianism – Acknowledging the inherent interdependence between individuals, a communitarian approach seeks to erase a distinction between the individual and his or her community. 

In this chapter the frame work of Technocratic Rationalism will be drawn upon to analyze the ethical-political reasoning in the evolution of migration policy in Sri Lanka. The rights-based discourse emanating from the level of civil society will be analyzed against the Procedural Planning framework. The interdependent relations of care between migrants and their families left behind will be examined with reference to the Communitarian framework of planning, which challenges both the utilitarian position and the advocates of individual rights. 

The first formal shift in policy came with the introduction of the Foreign Employment Agency Act, No. 32 in 1980 (Pinnawala, 2009: 70). Driven by considerations of profitability of female labour migration, the State appears to have subscribed to a utilitarian frame of reasoning which takes as its unit of analysis a self contained individual, rather than a broader notion of ‘collective wellbeing’ (Campbell and Marshall, 1999:466). The Act, largely aimed at controlling the private recruiting agents, who had proliferated in large numbers by then sought to smooth over procedural issues and had no component to address the social security needs or rights of the migrants themselves (Pinnawala, 2009: 70). The reasoning behind such policy appears to view labour migration as beneficial to both family livelihood strategies as well as national coffers, with little attention to rights of migrants and their families nor just process. 

The year 1985 which saw significant changes in migrant regulation with the Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment Act, No. 21 which led to the establishment of the Bureau of Foreign Employment (SLBFE), within the Department of Labour – an independent controlling and recruiting body with a mandate to oversee all foreign employment activities (Eelens and Speckmann, 1990:303). By this time, abuse and exploitation of migrant women in their countries of destination had gained considerable attention in the media and had become a matter of grave public concern (Pinnawala, 2009: 71). With the setting up of the SLBFE the welfare of the migrant worker was recognized as a responsibility of the State for the first time (ibid). While the Act sought to tighten regulations on recruiting agents, other measures such as setting up of the ‘Workers’ Welfare Fund’ and sending missions abroad to promote employment opportunities were enacted – signalling the State’s desire to promote female labour migration while at the same time acknowledging the obligation it has towards mitigating the risks involved by individual woman migrants. This shift of State position on migration can be seen as the combined result of two factors: 1) The growing local NGO movement which stressed the protection of individual rights of the migrant 2) The State taking a more deontological stance in order to avoid censure on a politically sensitive issue (Pinnawala, 2009: 71).

The corrupt practices of unscrupulous recruiting agents and sub agents who work in collaboration with private recruitment agencies – deployed in remote areas to sign on potential migrants, but remain unregulated and unaccountable had proven to be and still remains a major challenge. (Sri Lanka NGO Shadow Report, June, 2008:5)
  In order to prevent illegal recruitment, whilst also providing facilities such as insurance and school materials and scholarships for children left behind, registration of all migrant workers with the SLBFE was made mandatory in 1995. Despite such safeguards, trafficking and exploitation of migrant aspirants, usually women coming from vulnerable situations continue to be rampant – a situation which NGOs working with migrants and women’s rights in Sri Lanka feel the Government is still ill-equipped to tackle (Sri Lanka NGO Shadow Report, June, 2008). 

The rationality of women’s rights to migrate and employment, pushed from the community levels has to an extent fostered practices directed at sharing care responsibility between parents and making the care domain less female-centred.
Pre-departure training and raising the level of awareness of the prospective migrant on potential risks involved in migratory process was seen as an essential step in ensuring her protection. The MSC had initiated a training programme for prospective migrants in late 1996, as a pilot project (Sri Lanka NGO Shadow Report, June, and 2008:14). Following lobbying by local NGOs, the SLBFE, expanding upon the existing training programme, provided a framework for a regulated training course for prospective migrants to Middle East and non Middle East destinations, which covered issues ranging from personal hygiene and STDs to operating electrical household appliances and occupational safety (Guneratne, 2002:88). 

In 2006 a ‘family day’ was introduced on the last day of the pre-departure training programme
 – An important step towards sharing care responsibility between parents and making the care domain less female-centred. Participatory observation at on such session, where the trainees were expected to bring their spouse or a family member, revealed how, through video dramas, lectures and group work, the participants were walked through the potential obstacles and vulnerabilities they may be faced with during their time apart and how best to overcome them. The session stressed the importance of how the father should tackle problems the children may face in the absence of the mother, how to play with them, supervise their schoolwork, manage the remittances sent home avoiding conspicuous consumption and the importance of ensuring that the children  could maintain regular contact with the absentee mother.

In spite of being an important step towards sharing care responsibility between parents and making the care domain less female-centred, the class room setting and the top-down approach taken by the trainers however remained a drawback. The trainers confirmed that most women attended the programme only with the sole purpose of meeting a prerequisite to obtain to meet yet another criteria before being granted the Visa and that some absorbed very little of what was ‘taught’. It was disheartening to see that of the 24 prospective migrants; only 10 women had their spouses accompanying them at the session. Further inquiry revealed that most of the women were married but had been unable to convince the spouse to attend, citing difficulty in getting leave of absence from work as the common excuse. 

Going by the responses of the participants, the need to devolve obligation to care more equitably between men and women does not appear to reflect the priorities of the members of the migrant community, within which the women appear to be resigned to their culturally defined duties of care. It is noteworthy that in this respect, non state actors working at the grass roots level have failed in forging a cohesive front with a clear position on the devolution of care work and obligation.

The Migrant Services Centre, which is a social branch of the National Workers Congress (NWC), an independent trade union movement was established by a former Director-General of the SLBFE (Oishi, 2005:28). The MSC conducts programmes for migrant workers through Migrant Workers Associations established at District level (Oishi, 2005: 89). While striving to create awareness and provide assistance in instances of rights violations, the ideas expressed below bring out how the repercussions felt at the family level in the absence of the mother are seen to outweigh the gains of migration – directing their actions towards encouraging women to take up alternate forms of livelihood within the country. 
For returnee women who insist on going back, we conduct awareness raising programmes. We try to tell them how to protect them selves. We try to persuade them not to go back but then, we must help them find an alternate means of livelihood here…the social cost of the mother’s absence is far more than the monetary benefits to the family. (U.R.K. Menike, Acting Executive Director, MSC, 29/07/2009)
A mobilizer working with MSC, herself a former migrant framed the issue differently. She seemed to imply that the husband's responsibility was providing for his family thereby freeing the mother to take her rightful place at home with her family.
It is always the woman who is blamed for social problems! When the real question to be asked remains- why the husband is not providing for the family? (MSC, 29/07/2009)
The Action Network for Migrant Women (ACTFORM) established in 2000 is a self initiated network between organizations, media and personnel which aims to raise awareness on the rights of migrant women serving abroad. (http://www.womenandmedia.net/network/ACTFORM.htm).

 A strong advocate of women’s right to migrate, Viola Perera, the Coordinator for ACTFORM shared her position on the crisis of care and the need for enhanced support:

The State must provide day care centres for children of migrant workers and not leave the entire burden of making care arrangements to fall on women…(Viola Perera, 08/07/2009)
She revealed how in her experience,  working with migrant communities there have been a few exceptional cases where the spouse takes on the domestic duties and contributes to making the migratory experience successful. Recognizing the need for an attitudinal change in the way that society views constructions of masculinity, she spoke passionately on how the media should be employed in making public these success stories and positive experiences. 

All we see on the media are stories that highlighting the negative side. If the few men who work around the house are shown in a positive light, other men would not feel ashamed to follow… 
On the part of the State there have only been limited and sporadic attempts at addressing the crisis of care arising in migrant sending communities
. A State run hostel for female children of migrant mothers, managed by SUNFO a national NGO was established in Elpitiya as a pilot project –An initiative which was criticized by several respondents as being a measure which took away the father’s responsibility altogether. The ‘Dropping Centres’ established in 4 selected Districts
 by the NCPA, where children of migrant parents can spend the hours of the day between school and the time when their guardians return home from work – remains a valuable initiative which in order to be effective, needs to be replicated across the island.
With growing media reports of neglect and incidence of physical and mental abuse and even incest, of children of migrant mothers, together with studies showing high drop out rates and drug use among these children, the care crisis had become an issue which could no longer be ignored by the State. The presence and increasing engagement of international organizations such as the ILO and the IOM in the policy arena appears to have added pressure to move towards a more communitarian line of reasoning.

While significant shifts in relation to migration took place at the national level with a separate Ministry for Foreign Employment Promotion and Welfare being created in 2007, and the development of the National Labour Migration Policy, being launched in 2009, this latter initiative spear headed by the ILO addresses for the first time the care crisis within the transnational family. Discussion with working group members, involved in developing the National Policy revealed that the lack of responsibility shared by the spouse, especially when the migrant was the mother, had positioned the issue of care as one warranting immediate attention through the policy. 

In this policy, the protection of the children was taken to another level- The district courts were appointed as the upper guardian for children of migrant workers. (Ramani Jayasundera, ILO, Process manager in developing National Labour Migration Policy, 17/07/2009)
Under the proposed plan
, while children (under age of 18) of migrant workers are to be registered at the District courts, there is to be regular monitoring of children by officers from the Department of Probation and Child care services and the National Child Protection Authority. As the upper guardian, the courts have the right to call on the father or guardian in case of report of negligence. If the spouse is present he/she will be required to sign as the guardian and thereby be held responsible in case of neglect or abuse. This is to act as a precaution against transferring care duties to a grandmother or other extended family member by a spouse, thereby absolving himself of all parental duties. 

While previous measures by the state to address the crisis of care were seen to be ‘immature’ and ineffective by most non-state working group members involved in developing the policy, this strategic move to intervene in the welfare and protection of the children of migrants was regarded as being the first of its kind. The recognition of the interdependence of individuals based on relations of care and the need to broaden the conceptualization of wellbeing in relation to the State’s responsibilities towards migrants and their families can be viewed as a significant shift in the ethical-political dimension of migration policy in Sri Lanka.
1.12 Raising the Bar on Skill Level: A move to protect or deter?

The Labour Migration policy of 2009 commits to promote and encourage skilled migration. 
 
The State recognizes that the ultimate protection to all migrant workers is the possession of skills. It is this environment that has prompted the State to take a gradual and strategic approach to changing the profile of Sri Lanka's migrant worker population (National Labour Migration Policy for Sri Lanka, 2009:10)

The line of reasoning which subscribes to the notion of women as victims, in this articulation portrays unskilled women as being more vulnerable. This can be seen as a result of increasing reports of torture and abuse of housemaids, cases of trafficking and organ theft involving migrant women that have been gaining attentions in recent times in Sri Lanka. A newspaper report in The Sunday Times, November 26, 2006 recounted the story of five under aged girls with forged passports claiming that they were 22 years, who were apprehended by the SLBFE (Sri Lanka NGO Shadow Report, June, 2008:22). There have also been alleged reports of human organ theft from the bodies of Sri Lankan migrant workers. One such case involving a 41 year old female migrant worker, whose body was sent home from Kuwait with organs missing, resulted in a demonstration by family members of the deceased and activists in the Capital in August, 2002 (Joanne Laurier, 2002).

This association of female migrants with exploitation and victimization has been shown by Carling (2005: 9) to have a strong impact on policy direction, with proposed measures often seeking to ‘protect’ women. In the Sri Lankan context efforts to ‘protect’ women has ranged from proposed bans against female migration to a tacit drive to discourage female migration, each of which could adversely affect women’s prospects and freedom to migrant for employment. However, veiled behind this expressed intent to protect womenfolk, there appears to be a parallel desire to prevent the upheaval in the migrant’s family and community.

While acknowledging that the possession of skills is vital to safeguard the migrant workers from exploitation, certain women’s’ rights activists harbour concern over potential outcomes  of ‘raising the bar’ with regard to skill level, considering the fact that the present migrant labour force largely consists of unskilled females in the category of domestic workers. Sepali Kottegoda, Director of Women and Media Collective (WMC) and a working group member in developing the national Policy, shared the view that a move to promote skilled migration, would in fact serve to benefit potential male migrants:

 The fact remains that there is less of a market for better skilled women…. (Sepali Kottegoda, WMC, 08/07/ 2009)

Acknowledging that there has always been a tendency to dissuade females from migrating and leaving behind their families, Kottegoda perceived the State’s strategy of enhancing male migration “through contracts and Government quotas” as an attempt to compensate for the financial loss that would result from a drop in the outflow of domestic worker. 

While policy makers insist that there is an alternative channel to absorb the current female migrant aspirants, through new training programmes geared to produced a skilled category called ‘caregivers’ specially trained and marketed to care for either children, aged or patients abroad, whether these skill enhancement programmes
 can absorb all migrant aspirants remains a question; an issue which is likely to have a direct bearing on female migrant aspirants’ ability to realize their aspirations. Although it remains too early to tell, it is likely that the new pre-requisites of skills training, fee and the mandatory qualifying exam will considerably change the profile of the Sri Lankan female migrant worker.
Evidence of a recent drive by the State to actively promote male migration is clearly articulated in a news paper report quoting a statement made by the newly appointed Minister of Foreign Employment Promotion and Welfare:

We are going to revolutionize the male migrant worker industry (The Island, 2008: 4)
Oishi (2005: 73) also highlights the recent drive by consecutive Labour Ministers to actively promote migration of male workers; a response to what she calls a “re-emergence of traditional gender ideology”, brought on with the onset of societal ills surrounding the family
 for which the women have been taking the blame. 

Parallel to this, the actual patterns of recorded labour migration appear to be undergoing a shift. While the magnitude of female migrants leaving Sri Lankan shores continues to remains high, the gender balance of migrants appears to be shifting gradually depicting the influence of State discourse on individual migratory behaviour. The percentage share of females which reached an all time high of 75% in the year 1997, had by the year 2008 fallen to 49% while the increased share of male departures now fluctuates around 51%; A percentage change brought on by increasing numbers of male migrants, rather than a significant drop in the actual numbers of female departures, which stood at 112,731 in 1997 and in 2008 was 123,200 (Information Technology Division-SLBFE) (see appendix 2)

In her country study, Judith Shaw (2007: 157) explains the trend of increasing male migration in Sri Lanka, as a result of the opening up of non-Middle East destinations for labour combined with a slowing down in the net outflow of female labour due to growing dissatisfaction with wages and work conditions for unskilled women workers but also a concern over the breaking up of the family unit in the absence of the mother, thereby making male migration more “benign”.  

The tendency to discourage female migration is shown by Kottegoda (2007: 11) as arising from a sense of discomfort with the upheaval of traditional gender roles. She traces its assertion to the 2002 Draft National Employment Policy for Sri Lanka (Kottegoda, 2007: 11, italics and bold in original): 
Women’s employability is perceived to be seriously constrained by existing gender-based attitudes and stereotypes in society. ….Whilst improving women’s employability in the labour market, adequate attention would also be paid to their (my emphasis) commitment to fulfil their maternal responsibilities. …Consideration will be given to women’s maternity functions and awareness to be created amongst women that maternity would not become a hindrance to their careers (my emphasis)….. Women working in the Middle East (West Asia), as domestics and nannies risk mal-treatment, are exposed to the threat of sexually transmitted diseases and are vulnerable to the breakdown of traditional family arrangements in their absence.

This resistance to women migrating abroad for employment was once more made evident when a declaration was made by the Minister of Child Welfare and Women’s Empowerment in 2007 threatening to ban overseas employment of women with children under five years of age, while making it mandatory for women with children above five years to obtain certification from local government officials after proving that adequate care arrangements had been put in place (Human Rights Watch, 2007). This proposed ban and its reasoning which has since met with protest by local and regional Women’s groups and international Rights groups on the grounds that it represents a violation of the rights of women to personal development, employment and freedom of mobility, never developed in to anything more than an expression of intent but clearly displays the extent to which public critique and opinion has a bearing on State discourse.

The persistence of the lack of public recognition regarding the role of men in the family as “carers, nurturers and parents” is again exposed by Kottegoda (2007: 11) in her analysis of the November, 2005 election manifesto
 of the present President Mahinda Rajapaksa. In her paper Kottegoda exposes the emphasis placed on the maternal role of women, with little recognition of their rights to employment or the responsibility of the state to protect those rights. 

Newspaper reports published prior to the launch of the policy on labour migration; speak of a presidential directive by H.E. the president Mahinda Rajapaksa to the newly formed Ministry of Foreign Employment Promotion and Welfare to make a consorted effort in reducing the number of women migrating as unskilled domestic workers to the Middle East – a clear display of the central role played by the ‘care crisis’ in the shift in State position.

Our country is now focusing on reducing the number of women folk working abroad, as part of a social drive because of a number of domestic compulsions.” The Minister said Sri Lanka greatly felt the need to keep its mothers with their children at home because of social issues. Family relations are being hit by the absence of mothers employed as housemaids or in other similar positions abroad, he [Foreign Employment Promotion and Welfare Minister] said. (Daily News, 10/03/2008: 1)
This tension between the State objective of being perceived ‘democratic’ in terms of upholding the rights of women to free movement and employment on the one hand and the socio-cultural pressures to preserve traditional gender roles on the other, seems to have the State cornered in to a situation where it resorts to maintaining an unofficial discourse of discouraging female migration, serving the dual purpose of and often portrayed as – a safeguard against exploitation of the ‘vulnerable’. Rationalism of the State, premised on the principle of efficiency seems to be guiding the move to minimize social costs through protecting the family and the children left behind by means of institutional safeguards while promoting skilled migration to ensure a higher value of export labour.

The fact remains that as long as the moral burden of care on women remains a reality which is unaddressed, these seemingly ‘protective’ measures stand the risk of being counter-productive – the first signs of which could already be detected during personal exchanges with State level officials. The Chairman of the NCPA, referring to the new legislative framework proposed in the policy to track the wellbeing of children of migrant workers, candidly admitted to hoping that the additional regulations and requirements in relation to child care arrangements prior to departure, would make mothers think twice about leaving very young children behind.

We cannot ban a woman from migrating. That is her right… irrespective of whether she is rich or poor. But what we can do is to discourage women with young children to leave or at least encourage them to put in place an adequate care arrangement. When they must meet so many requirements in order to migrate, they will be discouraged to an extent. 

Concluding thoughts:

There is an apparent shift in the position of the state regarding female migration, away from the utilitarian perspective which focused on the remittances as the means to ensure the best outcome for the welfare of the majority of the poor. New elements of a deontological approach have emerged, which recognizes the responsibility of the state towards the rights and wellbeing of individual migrant workers - as a consequence of the rights-based discourse. However, not all the characteristics of the utilitarian approach have waned. 

Traces of technocratic rationalism can be observed in how the state is trying to resolve the care crisis. Faced with conflicting priorities concerning it’s ‘democratic’ image on the one hand and socio-cultural pressures to preserve traditional gender roles on the other, the State appears to avoid addressing the skewed distribution of care and to use a cost-benefit equation. At one level the state tries to stem the flow of female migrants to reduce the social costs of the care crisis. At another level it plans to ensure a higher value of remittances through the increased exportation of skilled labour and male workers. 

There appears to be the embedded assumption that at the level of the family too, the earnings of the male could compensate for the earnings given up by the female, who is thereby freed to remain close to the family – an equation which leaves out the aspirations and freedom of choice of individual women altogether. The following chapter sets out to examine the migration histories of a sample of women from a Sri Lankan village, in an attempt to reveal the diversity in the decision making process across families and in how women regard their individual interests.

Chapter 4 – Understanding migration from the perspective of capability and care: Migration histories from three families with migration experience

When the migrant women were given the floor, they only raised issues about problems faced during their time abroad. None of the women spoke up about challenges within the family (Ramani Jayasundera, ILO, referring to the consultative process in developing the National Labour Migration Policy, 17/07/2009)
Introduction:
Life stories allow us to “uncover the social, structural, and cultural bases of choices and actions that might appear natural or predetermined… (Gerson, Kathleen and Horowitz, 2002)
The narratives of migrant women from the village of Boraluwa Gama provide a window in to their choice making process in relation to migrating as a livelihood option. The migration histories of three groups of mothers and daughters help to discern the generational change in the ways families have responded to the ‘care deficit’ arising during the mothers absence.  These stories also reveal the extent to which these obligations within the home have shaped the decision and capacity of individual women to choose their field of movement and livelihood

Migrant histories of returnee migrants who are presently serving as domestic workers for families in Colombo are presented here to deepen our understanding of the complexity in the way in which individual women attach value to diverse obligations and weigh their options. 
1.13 The Research Location

The Grama Niladhari ward of Kiriwallapitiya in the District of Kegalle is situated 89km to the north-east of the capital. The field work was carried out in the village of Boraluwa-gama, which is one of the 4 villages that make up the Grama Niladhari ward, the others being- Alawatta, Peeli-Kumbura and the village of Kiriwallapitiya.

The village itself consists of ancestral plots of paddy land with those that have no title to land working as traders and manual labourers. Sawing wood, splitting dried coconuts and rolling 'beedi' (a local cigar) – especially by women – were cited as common forms of work available for unskilled labour. A number of younger women were reported to be working in 'Micro Flora' a private Floriculture Company in the area. 
From among the 195 families in the ward, there were approximately 19 families with members currently serving abroad and 29 families which had members who were returnees. The Grama Niladhari (the local Government administrator) confirmed that a systematic count had never been carried out till date.

1.14 Profiles of Three Families 
Asilin’s Story:

Asilin lives with her husband in a small brick house build on a quarter acre of title-less land. At 60 years of age, she claims that this house is all she has to show for all her years of hard work abroad, since her family had ‘fallen apart’ while she was away. She recalled the unfortunate series of events that pushed her to migrate:
 My husband earned by working in a coconut oil mill. When he injured his eye he could no longer work. I knew that I needed to earn for the family. The manual work I was doing around the village was not enough. I had three daughters and they needed a secure brick house to live in.
Asilin had worked for 6 years in Saudi Arabia as a domestic worker and for 5 years in Kuwait as a nanny, where she raised a young boy named ‘Danny’. 

While she spoke fondly of her experience abroad, she lamented that while she was away, her children had ‘thrown away their lives’ with the three daughters dropping out of school and eloping at a young age. Describing her husband as ‘harmless but rather foolish’, Asilin revealed that despite living under the same roof they were no longer man and wife. 

While I was away, he has had intimate relations with other women who came to help around the house. I got to know but what can one do. These things happen.
Asilin, rather than questioning his behaviour, seemed to blame her self for leaving. All three of Asilin’s daughters had migratory experience. Unlike the other two families, Asilin had not found employment opportunities or sponsors for the girls who had done so through friends and recruitment agents. The eldest daughter had migrated to Kuwait but having been summoned back by her husband to tend to their young children, she had remained home since. Her husband had migrated soon after, during which time their marriage had fallen apart. She now depended on him for payment of child maintenance. 

Asilin’s second daughter shared how she has left the country in order to escape her abusive husband, as she showed a large scar on her arm. She migrated to Kuwait at 21 years of age. Having experienced ill treatment at the hands of employers she returned only to seek employment abroad again – first in Saudi Arabia and more recently in Qatar. Having left her husband, she now lived with a man she had met while working in Kuwait. 

We live in a small rented house and it’s not easy. But he doesn’t want me to go abroad again and suffer. He earns a regular income here. I’m thinking about starting some sort of self employment instead of migrating.
The migratory trend had reached the third generation in this family as she spoke of how her step daughter is presently working in Kuwait.
She is unmarried and she is earning for her future. Her fiancé’s sister is abroad and she helped her find employment there.
Asilin’s youngest daughter had experience working in the Maldives for 2 years and in a garment factory in Dubai for a little over a year. Having married an army officer, who no longer wanted her to work abroad, she now stayed home with her two school going children. 
Chandra’s Story:
My husband has always been an alcoholic [in a whisper]. We had six children. The eldest had run away with a boy. I felt that I wasn’t providing enough for them – that’s why they seek happiness elsewhere. During this time my only son had taken a loan to buy a tractor and could not repay it. I realised that I had to do something.
Chandra first went to Oman when she was 38 years of age, where she worked as a janitor and later as a housemaid. Now at 61, Chandra looks back with satisfaction at how her decision to migrate has helped her family. 

I earned for my six children and they did well by me. I didn’t send money to my husband. I sent it to my second daughter. They used it well and did well. They are married with children of their own now. They look after all my needs because they haven’t forgotten what I did for them.
Renu the youngest daughter who was 16 when her mother left could recall how she had come home from school and cried bitterly the day Chandra left.

 I was the youngest and was the closest to her, I missed her terribly, but she explained to me why she had to go and I know that if it wasn't for her we wouldn't have had the life we have today. It was something she had to do
Chandra related how she has relied on kinship networks to secure employment abroad and how she had later arranged for her daughters to join her.

My brother is married and settled in Oman for years. He has a good job in a Bank there. He helped me to join him there…My experience there was very positive. That’s why I sent tickets for my children to join me. We were all in close proximity to each other so they were not afraid.
Three of her daughters had worked in Oman with their mother but after marriage they now stayed at home while their husbands worked abroad. The Youngest daughter, Renu said that she had been a bit hesitant about joining her family in Oman and stayed at home with her brother and father. Now married, Renu spoke proudly of her husband who works in Riyadh and sends gifts and toys for their two children. 

The house being built from the earnings remitted by her husband was nearly complete and was dotted with commodities telling of their newly acquired affluence. While English phrases and terms of endearment were used for the children signalling her desire to imitate what she associated with life ‘abroad’, Renu admitted to having no plans to migrate in the future, claiming that they wanted to channel all their energies in to securing a comfortable future for her two children.

Life there may be good but our future is here. We need to build something of our own here. What we can have abroad is temporary.

Chandra Kasturiarachchi’s (Chandra K’s) Story: 

Ours had been a love marriage. I was too young to realize his bad ways. When I did it was too late. We had four children – three sons and a daughter. He was drinking and was at times abusive. My brother intervened and tried to get me to come home. He said that he would take my children out of the house. I didn’t want their education to be disrupted so I finally left my husband. I needed to earn independently and buy a land and build my own house.
Chandra K. who had begun work at the Tyre Corporation at the time recalled how a colleague had helped her to find employment abroad. One of the first women in her village to migrate, she related her experience of working in Kuwait for 13 years as being a positive one. Chandra K. now worked as a mobilizer for the Migrant Services Centre. Her family seemed to stand out in the sample as a case where the only daughter of a successful migrant, chose not to follow in her footsteps. All three of Chandra K.’s sons had joined her in Kuwait, where she found employment for all of them, but her daughter, Charika had refused.

I even sent her the application forms once. All she had to do was fill them up. I was coaxing her and finally she sent them right after the deadline!
Charka now lives in a tastefully decorated house built with the money her husband earned while working as a carpenter in Quarter. She shared how her husband had been a very successful carpenter and how careful he was with his spending. She recalled with a smile how on his last visit their 8 year old son had asked his father not to go back.

He can’t stand the sight of a passport. He associates that with his father leaving. He wouldn’t allow him to go. So my husband has started a carpentry workshop here. It doesn’t bring in as much money as before but he is very talented and it’s enough to get by
1.15 Mothers and Daughters: Snapshots of care organization in the family
First Generation Migrants:

The first tier of migrants in the sample, who left in search of greener pastures in the early 1980's, appeared to have several features in common despite variations in their socio-economic status. As the role of the State was geared towards stimulating unskilled labour migration to the Middle East with little regulatory and protective measures in place, these first generation migrants appeared to have depended to a large extent on friends and kinship networks for securing placement abroad but also for organizing care for the children left behind.

The women sought the support of extended family that appeared to be readily available in the rural setting with the ancestral home, housing the grandparents, aunts and uncles situated in close proximity. The ‘family, kinship and neighbourhood triad’ Pinnawala (2009: 139) identified was a common feature in the families under purview, with no signs of conditionalities or return favours being sought. The proxy caregivers, who appeared to have cared for the children out of a sense of familial obligation, continued to be regarded by the mothers with affection and gratitude. On an occasion that a respondent’s sister (the children’s aunt) had come on a visit during an interview, she was introduced warmly:

This is my sister I was telling you about. She was ‘mother’ to my children while I was away!
In most cases, even when left in the charge of other adult females, the eldest daughter took over the role of being a mother to her siblings. Therefore, instead of all maternal duties being transferred to a single individual, a ‘Fragmentation of motherhood’ (Gamburd, 2000: 196)   was often visible among eldest girl child, grandmother and aunt, just as the migrant mother’s obligation to care was divided between her own children and those that she was paid to care for in her place of work. Asilin was still moved to tears when she remembered the little boy she had raised in Kuwait. Her own daughters who had always perceived their mother to be “ill-tempered and strict” continued to marvel at how their mother would still cry when ever she remembered Danny.

I loved my Danny. He died in an accident after I left and I still cry for him. His parents still send me some money every year in remembrance of him.
While the separation from their own children was described as being ‘difficult’, the women felt comfortable with their choice, which they saw as beneficial for the children in the long run. 

Despite the presence of surrogate mothers and ‘proxy care givers’ (Pinnawala, 2009: 146), migrant mothers continued to engage in practices of transnational parenting, via regular communications and sending gifts to meet the children’s material needs but as revealed, also to ‘make them happy’. In the absence of mobile phones and even landline connections in their households, modes of communication were limited to letters once or twice a month and an occasional call to a temple or post office. The women also spoke of recording voice messages on to an audio cassette which their employers posted with their letters home. Renu, Chandra’s youngest daughter recalled how they would wait impatiently for any news from their mother.
We would receive a call from mother once a month at the temple where we went for Sunday school. We would huddle around the phone and wait for our turn to talk and mother would soon break in to sobs
Two out of the three families in the sample had in place stable child care arrangements, with the children all being left in the care of the grandmother in the grandparent’s house, with other female adult members also present. In Asilin’s case, the situation was somewhat different. Asilin’s eldest daughter had been forced to drop out of school at grade 8 to look after her younger siblings even before her mother migrated. Asilin had to take on odd jobs around the village to supplement her husband’s wage prior to his accident and her daughter’s help around the house was essential. Asilin related how when she began to consider migrating, the knowledge that her eldest daughter was present to manage the home front had made the decision easier. 

With relatively less support from her parents, Asilin devised a plan to leave her youngest son and daughter at home under the care of her husband and their eldest daughter, while leaving their ‘rebellious’ second daughter with an uncle, who lived close by. Asilin made certain that this daughter was also brought back home once she came of age, a few years later.

Among the children left behind, there appeared to be an easy transition on the part of the girls, who took on the new roles demanded of them and adapted to their new care arrangements with little resistance. Despite the husbands of the migrant women being present, the eldest daughters of both Asilin and Chandra had taken on the responsibility of managing the remittances sent home by their mothers and tending to the needs of their younger brothers and sisters. It was interesting to see how the male child appeared to be placed more favourably as a recipient of care:
The girls did all the chores. Our brother was close to us and we had a good time but he didn’t really do much work around the house. He wouldn’t even shop for groceries. It was our elder sister that looked after all our needs.
Previous research carried out in Sri Lanka, on problems faced by children of migrant workers (Dias, 2000) has shown how social conditioning, especially in low income communities tends to naturalize the tasks ascribed to female members in the household. Dias (2000) shows how even in non-migrant communities, where women had little choice but to engage in some form of income generating activity besides care work due to unemployment or under employment among male spouses, the ‘mother’ was often never the sole care giver, with tasks of cooking and supervising the young, usually delegated to an elder daughter or a grandmother. She further observes how within the rural setting, where migration often entails a physical movement of either the care providers – usually a married aunt or a grandmother coming to live with the husband and children – or the care-receivers, (with the children being transferred to the house of the grandparents) the children had little difficulty adjusting to such new arrangements as they were already familiar with the notion of ‘surrogate mothers’ (Dias, 2000: 3).
Second Generation Migrants:

The structure of opportunities facing the daughters of the first generation of migrants appeared to be different from that experienced by their mothers. With less ‘embeddedness’ in the community and fewer links with extended family, these younger women were forced to rely on either the spouse or a sibling that was willing  to care for the children in order to migrate. For the elder daughters who had considered the option of migrating while their mothers were still abroad, care arrangements for their children had proven to be especially problematic as Asilin’s eldest recalled:
 My mother was away, so my husband promised to care for our two children. The youngest was only 6 months old.  Eight months passed and my husband contacted me telling me that the children would not stop crying and asking me to come home. He clearly hadn’t understood how difficult it would be to manage alone. So I had to come home and the next time we decided that my husband should be the one to migrate.

With recent efforts from the State to actively promote and facilitate male migration, a gradual shift could be witnessed across all three families with young children, where the male spouse opted to migrate in place of the wife. In the sample of families in Boraluwa Gama, a majority of the second generation women had found themselves at home after having children – a move that was often encouraged by both the spouses and their children. 

In the families where the mother was working in the Middle East, the frequency of communication as well as the intensity of parenting from a distance had drastically increased, with the availability of mobile and land phones. In an additional interview a returnee mother of three from the village, explained how she made sure her youngest son stayed in school while she was away:

Our 3 children were left in their father’s care. The two elder boys had lost interest in studies; their school going was interrupted during my absence. My youngest was in grade 1 when I left. When I heard that he too was reluctant to go to school I began calling him every morning. I would talk to him and tell him to go to school and talk about the gifts I would send him. He asked for a cycle once and I brought it for him.

Vowing not to leave again until her youngest son had gotten through the Grade five scholarship examinations, the mother blamed herself for the two older boys disinterest in education, never questioning the negligence on the part of her husband, in whose care she had left them. Gendered practices of caring therefore seem to remain a constant feature across generations, though impinging on female agency in varying degrees.
1.16 Weighing the Options: Exploring the Care – Agency Nexus

There’s a better chance for women to get a decent salary doing some work in the country now and at least have the benefit of coming home to the family every month. So they weigh their options. To work in the village they will expect over 5000 Rupees. If it’s away from the village they will want at least 8-10 thousand. Even though they could get Rs. 18-20 thousand if they worked abroad as a housemaid, they are increasingly willing to settle for less (Ward in Charge, village of Boraluwa Gama, 20/08/2009)
The decision to migrate had never been an easy one for the women of Boraluwa Gama. All three of the first generation migrants in the sample admitted to having been left with ‘little choice’ once their spouses were no longer providing for their families – whether due to separation, addiction to alcohol or injury. Knowing through experience that means of livelihood open to them locally, would not suffice, these women responded to the new window of opportunity opened to them and ventured out with no pre-departure orientation or training.
For their daughters, migration appeared to have been a more obvious livelihood option, judging from the fact that none of the second generation women had any previous work experience within the island. 

A countrywide study conducted by Kanti Yapa (1995: 82) reveals how family members but also friends and neighbours who had migrated themselves tend to play a significant role in influencing a woman’s decision to migrate. With migration for work having by now become an established practice within the community and with more and more women returning with tales of the ‘abroad’, the migration process has been demystified to an extent, which had mixed effects on prospective migrant’s decision to migrate. The growing discourse and media reports portraying the emigrant domestic worker as a victim of exploitation and sexual abuse and the consequent social critique of female migration naturally weighed in on the choice making of young women.  

…many of these women admitted that initially they had many fears and qualms to overcome as they had heard of sordid tales from friends, and read of such things in the newspapers. The unmarried women especially, feared the possibility of sexual harassment which made them consider the idea for a long time before the ultimate decision to move was taken (Yapa, 1995:82).
The ward in-charge and the MSC mobilizer working in the village of Boraluwa Gama shared the view that there was a slow decrease in the number of first time women migrants leaving the village, a phenomenon they attributed to the consequent social ills centring the family unit. While acknowledging that the MSC itself through its awareness raising, encourages women to find alternate self employment opoortunities within the country, the mobilizer spoke of increasing cases where migrant aspirants had a change of heart after attending the final day of the training programme conducted by the SLBFE. The emphasis the session placed on the responsibilities which must be taken on by the spouse in the mother’s absence and the possible repercussions if he failed to do so, seemed to unsettle some prospective migrants, forcing them to ‘think twice’ about their decision. This observed behaviour revealed how the skewed division of care work within the family is rarely challenged by women, who instead take it upon themselves to compromise and find an alternate means of livelihood closer to the family.

Given the limited employment options available for ‘unskilled’ women in the local economy, the garment industry remains the biggest employer of females at present. The internal migration of young women became significant with the advent of Export Processing Zones since the early 1980’s (Oishi, 2005:159).  Another trend which has appeared in recent times is the internal migration of Rural and Estate sector women to urban households as domestic workers, releasing ‘skilled’ women from wealthier families to engage in productive employment outside their homes. 

A category of unregulated and vulnerable workers, interviews with five women working in households in and around the capital, revealed how most of them, who work as nannies or maids in Colombo, were former migrants who due to reasons of age or family obligations decided to settle for a lower salary. 

The proximity of home and family even when working away from one’s village appears to help these women who like migrant workers in the Middle East, juggle a dual existence, providing paid and unpaid care work in two locations simultaneously. Personal interaction with domestic workers serving in Colombo, revealed how these women owned cellular phones which they used to keep in constant touch with their children while they made an effort to go home to their families in case of illness, festivities or special occasions – a freedom granted by the more lenient employers. 

Mallika, working for a family in Nawala, recounted how she had served in Saudi Arabia when her two daughters were still very young. On her return she found that her husband had become addicted to ‘kasippu’ (the local moonshine) and how his behaviour had affected her youngest daughter, who had begun to seem vacant and was falling behind in school work. Mallika, decided that she would not leave her children again and has been working for families in Sri Lanka since.

I call my daughters twice a day- In the morning before their day begins and at night before they go to sleep… I’m going home soon as we are going to see a prospective groom for my elder daughter. I will go again when it is time for his family to visit our home.

While domestic work in households within the country remain one of the few options open to women with no skills training or formal education, the social stigma associated with working as a maid in one’s own society appears to deter certain women, even those that have worked as housemaids abroad. Oishi (2005: 162) cites interviews with former migrants who feel that while doing domestic work for foreign families brings with it a ‘recognition and some status’, doing the same work for locals would be ‘shameful’. 

National level statistics shows that while the magnitude of female migrants leaving Sri Lankan shores continues to remains high, the gender balance of migrants appears to be shifting gradually. The percentage share of females which reached an all time high of 75% in the year 1997, had by the year 2008 fallen to 49% while the increased share of male departures now fluctuates around 51% (SLBFE Annual Statistical Report, 2008). It is important to note that this percentage change has been brought on by increasing numbers of male migrants, rather than a significant drop in the actual numbers of female departures, which stood at 112,731 in 1997 and in 2008 still reached 123,200. (See appendix 1) With the State’s active promotion of male migration in recent times, there has clearly been an increase in male workers migrating abroad. The migration histories provided evidence that in the case of three family units belonging to the 2nd generation, a joint decision had been taken that the wife would discontinue working abroad while the husband would migrate instead.  A family strategy to ensure a high level of earnings, without disturbing the gendered division of labour around the house – it is however not a scenario which was played out across all families. 
The diverse experiences among the remaining women in the sample, who opted not to migrate revealed how the substitution of roles between husband and wife, in response to the opening up of international labour market opportunities for men, was not always an option or the desired one. The complex decision making process, was shown to involve a multitude of factors which extended beyond the moral obligations placed on women.

In Chandra’s family which saw it self as being ‘successful’ as a result of their migratory experience that spanned two generations of women, it was interesting to see how the third generation was being moulded for loftier aspirations. It appeared that in this family, the propensity of women to migrate, instead of increasing with successful migratory experiences, on the contrary, seemed to decline with upward socio-economic mobility within the community.

In this family with extensive migrant experience, where five daughters had migrated following in their mother’s footsteps, both the mother and grandmother spoke proudly of the children in the 3rd generation all performing well in school but specially the eldest, who had been selected to enter engineering college – a profession commanding high prestige in Sri Lankan society. 

. 

Yapa (1995) observes how relative affluence among members of family and community is often seen to encourage non-migrants to consider international migration as a livelihood option. The interactions with Chandra and her daughters revealed how once having reached a position of relative prosperity, migration especially as housemaids, seemed to gradually lose its appeal. 
Chandra’s youngest daughter Renu, whose husband works in Riyadh, shared in great detail how she had travelled to Riyadh ‘to visit’ her husband and had a memorable time with him, going shopping and taking long walks together after he returned home from work every evening.  Members of the community, however, seemed to believe that she too had in fact migrated to work as a housemaid in Riyadh but now chose not to admit it.  

In spite of social acceptance for female labour migration being gradually established in Sri Lanka, with the ‘…strong stigma against migrant women has been fading, at least among the lower and middle classes…’ (Oishi, 2005: 161), women belonging to this social stratum, once having moved up the socio-economic ladder appeared to seek to distance themselves from the experience of servitude and subordination associated with being a domestic worker.

When weighing their livelihood options women’s aspirations and agency were seen to be shaped by other complex factors which were revealed through the stories of Chandra Kasturiarachchi and her daughter Charika.

Charika, at first chose not to speak of her decision against migrating abroad. On a later date, in her own house with her mother out of hearing range she confided that her mother’s decision to migrate had a strong bearing on her decision against it. Now a young mother herself, Charika was still visibly moved as she spoke of the anger and hurt which she had felt when her mother left her at the age of 11, in the care of her grandmother and aunt. Being the youngest of 4 children and having experienced the difficult separation of her parents prior to her mother’s departure, Charika had not been able to come to terms with her mother’s decision to leave.

I will never follow in her footsteps. I will never go abroad like my mother!

It became evident that, being raised under the watchful eye of an overprotective grandmother, while her brothers were allowed to roam about freely, had influenced her confidence in her own abilities. Not only did Charika loathe the notion of ‘abroad’ but she admitted to being ‘afraid’ of it. 

Because I was the girl my grandmother would never let me leave her sight. I wasn't even sent for tuition classes until the year before the Advanced Level examination. My three elder brothers did everything for me so I hardly left the house
Concluding thoughts:
These narratives show how the choice making of care-providers and care-receivers within the transnational community are often times interlocked – having consequences in relation to women’s identity and agency, across generations. At the same time, the processes by which different options are weighed are shown to extend beyond the care duties embedded in the mutual relationships between mother and dependants. 
These narratives help to bring out the complexity and dynamism within the arena, in which, women’s aspirations are moulded, choices negotiated and agency exercised. The diversity of experience among such a small sample of women – usually lumped together under the category of ‘female migrant domestic workers’ emphasizes the need to avoid stereotypical conceptualization of migrant choices and behaviour both in theorizing as well as in policy planning (Carling, 2005: 20). 
Chapter 5 – Conclusion

This paper has explored how female international labour migration as domestic workers, in the last three decades has triggered a care crisis which has become a cause of social discomfort, with critical public opinion gaining momentum in influencing policy responses of the State. In the Sri Lankan context notions of care affiliated with nurturing and parenting practices are deeply rooted in the notion of motherhood, which has led to the crisis of care drawing attention to women migrants as the ones at fault, rather than calling for a dialogue on how care obligations could be more evenly distributed between parents. 

Two aspects of gender stereotyping within the social critique of female migration have been identified as accountable for representing women’s migrations for employment as unacceptable:  
15. Women as bearers of the moral obligation to care within the family and community
16. Women as passive victims needing protection when migrating away from their families and community
The gendered representation of the care crisis lies at the heart of this social critique and has in turn shaped the different rationalities and responses of the State and other interest groups. This binary framework of gender, with care providing tasks ascribed to women, while the male remains more of a care receiver in the family is a reality that cuts across all socio-cultural groups in society. This disparity – rarely problematized or addressed directly by the social policy apparatus, could no longer be ignored when manifest within migrant communities in the form of a care crisis, during the prolonged absence of the mother. 

Remittances of migrant workers have a direct impact on the material wellbeing of those left behind, raising the standard of living in a majority of transnational families. Seen as a valve to release the pressures of poverty and unemployment within the local economy, social policy and poverty alleviation programmes in Sri Lanka, often times disqualifies families with a member working abroad as beneficiaries
. Targeted assistance to migrant families is channelled through the al insurance schemes being made available to migrant workers who register with the SLBFE. Services provided by the State such as ‘dropping centres’ or crèches for children of migrants remain notably inadequate while moves on previous occasions to place children of migrant mothers in hostels has been shown to run the risk of absolving the fathers from parenting obligations altogether. 

In the absence of a conversation being stimulated, on the need to share care responsibilities between males and females within the family, the measures taken by the State to, for example– supplement the educational requirements of the children of migrant mothers, have had little effect in averting the high drop out rate among these children. With these anomalies becoming a cause of social discomfort, with critical public opinion gaining momentum in influencing the position of the State, there has been a tacit drive to discourage mothers with young children from migrating.

The public discourse of victimization of migrant women, built on what Schrover’s defines as ‘perceived vulnerability’ of women, on the contrary is a politically sensitive issue on which the State is significantly more vocal. The Rights-based discourse emanation from the level of the community and non-state actors too remains strong in their advocacy of women’s right to employment and migration but fall short of forging a cohesive front with a clear position on the gendered representation of the care crisis in the home communities as an impingement of women’s right to freedom of choice in relation to migration.
Hence it can be surmised that despite the recent recognition of this care crisis by policy makers neither the State nor non-state actors have taken an initiative in promoting a right-based approach to participation in decision-making on how to handle the care gap arising from female migration. Signalling a technocratic rationality in its planning, the State appears to be attempting at one level to stem the flow of female migrants to reduce the social costs of the care crisis while at another level attempting to ensure a higher value of remittances through the increased exportation of skilled labour.
As pointed out by Carling (2005:6) Gender determines the degree of choice in relation to migration as a livelihood option, the aspiration to migrate itself and the ability to realize this desire. This paper brings to the fore how the construction of gender and care can at times adversely impact the freedom of choice and agency of prospective female migrants. The migrant histories of the from Boraluwa-Gama reveal how the burden of care borne by them had in more than one occasion resulted in compromises, with women at times  being called upon to return home in the event of the husband’s failure to care for the children or staying back with the family while the spouse took up employment abroad.
Looking across the experiences of women in the sample it has been made clear that the picture remains a complex one. While a considerable proportion of women with children had exercised their agency within restrictive structures and put in place alternate care arrangements in order to migrate and provide for their children, certain women who opted to remain home admitted to doing so for reasons other than the felt obligation to remain with their children.

In order to ensure that individual freedoms are not restricted and female agency not compromised – women and men’s views on the measures they see as effective in upholding their right to exercise free choice in migration, and how they regard their individual interests– remains to be explored. Dialogue within the community on how notions of personhood and wellbeing cannot be separated from interdependent relations of care between parents and their children and the implications of women having to bear the moral burden of care alone can help open up new opportunities to understand the relation between a mother-centred model of caring and how this can limit women’s right to exercise free choice in migration.  While official recognition of the need for such a discourse would be invaluable in creating the space for such dialogue, it remains one that needs to emanate from the migrant communities themselves, rather than being top-down or arbitrary. 
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Appendices
Appendix 1:

The diagrams below are taken from the pages of an instruction manual used by the Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment in its pre-departure training for prospective, female migrants. The circle, within which the ‘mother’ is shown at the axis, aptly reflects the central position assigned to the mother, which entails all caring duties within the family. To the left and somewhat ‘off-centre’ is the father, the head of the house hold. The third and final diagram showing a scenario of a migrant mother returning, depicts how instead of a transfer of household duties on to the father, the grandmother has stepped in as the surrogate mother, showing how care practices continue to be mediated through female members of the extended family. 



Appendix 2:

Table 1: Departures for Foreign Employment by sex, 1986-2008* 

	Year
	Male %
	Female %

	1986
	66.98
	33.02

	1987
	66.02
	33.98

	1988
	45.09
	54.91

	1989
	35.11
	64.89

	1990
	36.08
	63.92

	1991
	32.97
	67.03

	1992
	28.00
	72.00

	1993
	25.00
	75.00

	1994
	27.22
	72.78

	1995
	26.68
	73.32

	1996
	26.52
	73.48

	1997
	24.99
	75.01

	1998
	33.71
	66.29

	1999
	35.45
	64.55

	2000
	32.82
	67.18

	2001
	32.50
	67.50

	2002
	34.61
	65.39

	2003
	35.51
	64.49

	2004
	37.59
	62.41

	2005
	40.60
	59.40

	2006
	44.65
	55.35

	2007
	47.37
	52.63

	2008*
	51.12
	48.88


*Provisional. Source: Information Technology Division-SLBFE, Annual Statistical Report 2008






Weighing the Options:


The gendered representation of care in Sri Lanka and its impact on female agency in relation to migrating for work
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� The Secretary to the Ministry of Foreign employment promotion and welfare shared that once a new curriculum for trained care-givers was in place, it was hoped that the present pre-departure training for ‘unskilled’ domestic workers would be discontinued. The Manager- Training, of the SLBFE however insisted that the current training would continue parallel to the new skill enhancement programme, to cater to those women who would be unable or unwilling to get the new qualification.


� Bangladesh, Indonesia, Burma, Nepal have been cited


�	 The production of goods (e.g. subsistence food) and services (child care, health care, community labour, and household labour) and the time use involved. 


�  Oishi (2005: 175) titled ‘Interactions of Determinants in Developing Countries’


� Draws on ideas of John Stuart Mill and Jeremy Bentham as cited in Campbell and Marshall (1999) in ‘Ethical Frameworks and Planning Theory’.


� Draws on the ideas of Jurgen Habermas and Judith Innes as cited in Campbell and Marshall (1999) in ‘Ethical Frameworks and Planning Theory’.





� on the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers’ and their Families 


� Personal communication with Mangala Randeniya on 7th August, 2009 at SLBFE


� Information shared during personal communications with working groups members


� Anuradhapura, Puttalam and Kurunegala had been selected due to the large numbers of female migrants while the centre in Colombo was established specifically for street children


� Information shared during interviews with process manager and working group members.


� ‘Since 2007, the Sri Lankan Government has placed particular emphasis on increasing the migration of skilled workers and reducing the outflow of low skilled workers (including women workers who are employed as housemaids)… The Ten Year Plan highlights 'safe, skilled migration' as the basic strategy to guide overseas labour migration.’-National Labour Migration Policy for Sri Lanka, 2009:12 -13





� Curriculum for the new training programmes spear headed by the IOM was being developed according to an interview with the Secretary for the Ministry of FEPW on the 06/08/2009


� The authour refers to growing divorce rates, alcoholism, gambling and neglect and school drop out rates among children


� In ‘Regaining Sri Lanka’, (2003: 120), Government of Sri Lanka, Colombo


� ‘Mahinda Chithanaya’, November 2005.


� The Samurdhi Officer in Boraluwa Gama in an interview spoke of instructions to remove from the list of cash grant receivers, families with members who had been abroad for a minimum period of 6 months. 
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