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Introd uction
Social net works play an indispensable
role in all stages of migrat ion
provid ing vario us support servi ces
(Boyd 1989 ) es pecially during the
period when migrant women arc not
physically presen t in the household .
One important co ntr ibut ion of the
social networks of the households of
migra nt women is the su pport they
extend to the ho use hold to manage the
dis ru ptio n in the affairs of the famil y
orga nizatio n caused by the removal of
a wife/ mot her.
Th is paper exa mines the emergence of
a new actor who plays an important
ro le in the network support system of
the ho use ho lds o f Sri Lanka n women
who arc wo rking in the Middle East as
Housema ids. This new actor is a
member of the kinship networ k who is
introd uced into the househo ld to
represent the interes t of the migrant
woman an d wo rk on her behalf The
exam inat ion foc uses on the kinship
network fro m which th is person often
comes. The objective of this paper is
two fold. Th e first is to explain the
management of the househol d by the
migrant wo men w ith the assistan ce of
the proxy. Here my concern is to
understand the strateg ies that migra nts
employ to enab le them to partici pate in
ho useho ld act ivities, especially
manag ing the hou sehold budge t from
tra nsnational space. The main focus
here is to examine the ro le of the
migrant wo man/wife in contro lling the
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funds she sends ho me. It was fou nd
she em ploys severa l
co ntro lling/management strateg ies
thr ough proxy in manag ing the
ho usehold budget from a long
distance, i.e., transnational space , T he
secon d is to unde rsta nd how the
management of the househo ld through
a proxy has affec ted gender relat ions
in households of women migrants. The
impact of this new ac tor (proxy) on the
househol d organ ization incl uding its
power relat ions, during the period thc
woman migrant is away is discussed as
part o f this. Role subst itut ion and
downgrading of the husband ' s social
status are the two main focuses in th is
area

The study: location, sample a nd
techniq ue
This study was conducted in three
migrant sou rce commun ities in the
D istrict of Kandy in the central regio n
(hill country) of Sri Lanka. Th e three
communities included a trad itional
village (TV), a Labour Co lony (LC)
which shows bot h rural a nd urban
characterist ics and an urba n low
income settl ement (ULI S) in the
municipal limits o f Kandy. The field
data was co llected mainly using
anth ropolog ical data co llec tion
methods with em phasis on ga the ring
q ualitat ive data . Th e princi pal dat a
gathering techniques employed were in
depth di scussion s! narrat ives and
fo rma l field interviews using a
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question nai re. For collection of
qua litative data 5 returned workers
used from eac h location and for
quantitative data 15 used from each.

Sri La nkan women contract workers
in t he Midd le Eas t
Sri Lan ka became a maj or labour
exporting cou ntry of the Sou th Asian
reg ion only in the 1970s with the
economic development in the Midd le
Eastern reg ion that acco mpanied the
oil price increase. The outflow of
migrants in the init ial stages Vias
ma in ly male workers but today it is
predomin antly female. The dcrninat iou
of female workers came later in the
I990s. By the tum of the cent ury of the
tota l Sri Lanka n contract work force
overseas ove r 7OUio were wom en. Th is
figure is even higher fo r some
co untries in the Middle East and the
Gulf except for Saudi Arabia and
O man . Females co nstitute over 85% of
(he Sri Lankan labour force in Kuwait.
the United Arab Emirate and Lebanon
(SL BFl: 2(06). O f these a ",c l)' high
proporti on are housema ids. The
proportion of housemaids from Sri
Lanka in the G ulf region has rema ined
close to 70U/n of the tota l migrants to
these countries for the last several
years.

The transnational involvement of the
migrant in the affair s in the household
and the emergence of proxy ma nagers
Trans-nat iona l links between migrants
and the households/comm unities they
left behind arc a feature of
contemporary migrat ion. Among Sri
Lankan domestic workers,
tra nsnat ional connections arc almos t
excl usively in the form of indiv idual
links with the household back home.
The links extend to community
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through the kin gro up and the
neighbourhood residentia l group.
Migrant domestic workers maintain
regu lar communication wit h their
homes ma inly out of necess ity because
they arc the prov ide rs of the househo ld
and that requires them to main tain
reg ular links in the transna tiona l space .
This req uires them to lake part in
household decision making in addition
to l inks they ma inta in wit h home for
emot iona l reasons, i.c., support the)'
need to compensate for the socia l
isolation in the host co untry.
This study found thai though many
husbands take the respons ibility of
runn ing the household when the
migrant wife is 3'''''3y they are not the
managers of the remittance and often
handle the a ffair s of the ho useho ld
under supervisio n/instruct ions of
anot her person . This "other person"
can be deseri bed as a proxy ma nage r
who represents the interests of the
migrant woman. He or she come s from
ou tside the household but is a member
of the kinship network of the fam ily.
often a fema le of the fema le line of the
kins hip group. The prefe rence lo r
"female line" makes ge nder an
important factor in the selec tion of the
proxy rep resentin g the migrant. These
proxy mangers arc involved not on ly
in rem ittance manage ment but a lso
conj uga l fa mi ly re lated maters.

Concl usion
White be ing em ployed abroad migrant
wo men are involved in household
activities and control the managem ent
of househo ld affa irs. espec ially the
management of remittances. They also
actively take part in personal and
soc ial matters con nected with the
ho usehold. Since she is physically not
there she appoints a mediator who
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se rves as her proxy to mange her
affa irs in transnational space .
Be ing proxy manager not on ly
involves a wide range of duties and
heavy responsibi lit ies but also carries
considerab le power. The proxy, having
the trus t of the migrant. can act
witho ut consult ing her first. a pov...er
that can be misused b UI the researcher
d id nor come across suc h situations in
her study. It is very common for th is
person to recei ve special treatment
from the migra nt in the form of gifts.
etc .
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