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Executive Summary

This report explores 77 life histories of male &hale migrants with young families who
have to ‘go away’ for work. Our methodology captuserange of family strategies in the
contrasting locations of Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh. Ease of analysis, we group family
strategies them into three broad categories: thrgents who trade off parental separation
with spousal separation; those who are seekingatceera life in the city for their family; and
those for whom nobody in their immediate familyelsvtogether. However, we stress that
individual family strategies evolve over time irat®on to unfolding circumstances and there

are degrees of compulsion and agency for both mém@men across all these categories.

The report concludes that parental separation sausst anxiety and that the impact of this
on social identity of mothers and fathers is stipiggndered. Whilst mothers’ grief and guilt
at parental separation was greatest, fathers teglyleegretted their loss of everyday
relations of love/care with their children. Absembthers adopted strategies for remote
parenting but these were difficult or impossibleststain over long distances and prolonged
absences. Parental concerns revolved around ahidicdal and moral development with
migrants arguing that their children were well fegnt to school and had medicine when
they needed it because they went away to work. 8ablsences from husband or wife
undoubtedly strained marital relations, but thésgrs did not lead in any straight forward

way to divorce or separation.

Making a life for the family in the city involvedegotiated a number of complexities: the
need for money everyday; for constant vigilancprmiect children from the dangers of the
city; the difficult trade-offs between work and ic&y for children without support from
extended kin; the difficulties of addressing buiatic hurdles to paperwork problems and
school admission; and the importance of findingghle place to live to improve their lives

over the longer term.

Going away to work for these migrants is an integaat of building and sustaining families.
Whilst their migration is about fulfilling parenggrand marital roles, it creates severe
challenges and tensions for these same roles. Mgypmrtrayed the period when their
children were young as a ‘window of opportunityvitnich they could make lasting
improvements to their family circumstances. Howetlegre is a real danger for these low-
earning migrants that ‘going away’ for work presagdifetime of chronic migration or urban

poverty with lasting implications for migrants, thehildren and society as a whole.
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1. Introduction

Since the transition to market socialism in Vietnamnal-to-urban migration has both grown
rapidly in importance and has become increasirgtyifiised. The quantitative
understanding of these changing flows was sigmiflgamproved by the 2004 Migration
Survey. There remains however a need to go funth@nderstanding both the implications of
these flowdor changing family lives and wellbeingand the need to develop a more
nuanced and qualitative understanding of diffepgatesses and experiences of migration. A
number of ongoing studies seek to contribute taesting this need. This study is concerned
with a particular sub-group of migrantgomen and men with young children who migrate

to Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh from rural areas for low-income work This group offers
particular insights into the implications of ‘nemigration flows for gendered family lives for
low-income groups. These implications are vitalifderpreting the impact of migration both
now and in the longer term and is particularly fiyria the context of declining state
commitments to social sector investments and coimtinhigh expectations for the role of

family in society.

This research report provides an overview piqualitative life historiesof migrants in

Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh. It is the second reporttfee ESRC-DFID funded research project
called’ Linking Migration, Reproduction and Wellbgi Exploring the Reproductive
Strategies of Low-Income Rural-Urban Migrants ireviam’ (RES-167-25-0327). Its
purpose is to make sense of what it means for m&fthies and husband/fathers when they
have to ‘go away’ for work. This report interpréit® core primary data and pays particular
attention to understanding tr@ngeof gendered family strategies. The preliminarylygsia

for this report informed our presentation at thetdam Update Conference in Canberra in
2009 and a revised version of the conference pratsamis forthcoming as a book chapter

(Locke, Nguyen and Nguyen, forthcoming).

It builds on the first research report (Locke, Ngayand Nguyen 2008) that describes the
broader institutional context that migrant men amgnen must negotiate when they go away
to work. Particular attention was given to changmagterns of migration, work, inequality
and gender relations, the evolution of the ingonal regulation of migrants through the
household registration system, and the changingtsire of social entitlements that is found
in rural areas and in urban areas, for both resscemd temporary migrants. A subsequent
research report will explore key themes aroundti@hs with the left-behind, mothering,

masculinity, and livelihoods in more detail.
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2. Methodology

This research explores these strategies throudjfetistories of male and female migrants
form Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh (collected in 2008). \fdeus on low-income migrants with at
least one child under 8 years of age drawn fromdpezxific sites with a high incidence of
migrants (Phuc Xa and Go Vap respectivel@ur purposive sample captuesange of

family strategies men and women migrating with their spouse, thoggating whilst their
spouse was left-behind, those migrating whilstrtepouse migrated separately or elsewhere,
and those who have experienced divorce, separatitire death of a spouse (see tafjeQf
these categories only that of men with spousesblefiind’ corresponds to the conventional
expectations that support married men’s migratrdmlst all the other categories break with

these norms to varying degrees.

Table 1: Purposive Sample of Low Income Rural-UrblAgrants in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh

At least one child less than 8 years Hanqi Hanoi HCM Men | HCM Totals
Men Women Women

Co-resident with spouse 5 5 5 5 20

Spouse ‘left behind’ 5 5 6 5 21

Spouse migrating separately 5 5 5 5 20

Separated from spouse/single 2 5 4 5 16

Totals 17 20 20 20 77

Migrants were identified using a combination ofefaepers, usually local women'’s officers,
but also migrant guest house owners, as well asisaiting to identify migrants in these
categories. The life histories involved a two pai¢rview, often conducted consecutively at
the preference of the migrants, consisting of ai-stmctured questionnaire and a more

narrative informal interview that was tape recordeghscribed and translafe@he life

> Around 40% of people in Go Vap district were registl as temporary migrants of which around
24% were KT3 and 16% were KT4 in the Populatioenvel Survey of 2004 (GSO 2005a). Our
informants were drawn from adjacent wards 6 andflGo Vap which are amongst those wards with
the highest concentration of migrants in Go Vapritdis In Hanoi, Phuc Xa was one of the three
sample wards for the 2005 Migration Survey seleasdg a two-stage sample for their high number
of migrants.

® It was our intention to interview 5 people in egthposive category. However, men with disrupted
marital histories proved difficult to identify amdluctant to participate. Men quickly remarry after
divorce and few are reluctant to admit or dischssinevitably painful history. Using a male
interviewer in a few cases helped increase mafwres rates in Ho Chi Minh but was less successful
in Hanoi and in both cases we failed to attaintatget of five respondents. In contrast, the gitad
marital history of women, for whom divorce is mateameful, is more visible because they rarely
remarry and often have children. Although theirengnces were extremely painful women were more
willing to recall their histories. Less surprisigigin both cases, willing respondents tended tdrapr
themselves as the ‘victims’ and their spouse ap#ngy to blame, indicating a further source of
selection bias within this purposive category. km €hi Minh we inadvertently interviewed an ‘extra’
migrant male who wife was left-behind and we haxauded this data in our analysis here.

"Hoa and Tam conducted the overwhelming majoritthese interviews and verified every
translation. In addition the quality of translatieas verified for two interviews by an independent
Vietnamese researcher and researchers referreddo®aitnamese transcripts during data
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histories focus broadly on marital relations, chédring and parent-child relations and need

to be regarded as a narrative data, rather thtacasl accounfs The data is primarily

gualitative giving rich insights into how migrargsperience their relations with the left-

behind but is supported by structured informatibaw informant’s, spouse’s and children’s

moves, residence and schoofirighe following analysis is based on interpretatibthe full

dataset but foregrounds the experience of 16 migj@me first completed case from each

purposive category) (see table 2 below).

Table 2: Spouse and Occupation of Sample for IntbEpesentation

Name | Sex Occupation Spouse Spouse’s job
Hanoi Migrants

Linh F (27 yrs) Porter Migrating together Porter

Mai F (32 yrs) Porter Migrating separately Constinrctvorker

Binh F (32 yrs) CD Seller Left-behind seasonall Pdfisherman

Tran F (37 yrs) Porter ‘Separated’ n/a

Phong M (35 yrs) Barber Migrating together Fruitesel

Dung M (41 yrs) Porter Migrating overseas Factooyker

Tao M (38 yrs) | Coal Seller Left-behind Left-behifakm work

Toan M (36 yrs) | Coal Seller Twice Remarried Leftibeh farm work

Ho Chi Minh Migrants

Hue F (34 yrs) Babysitting and errands Migratingetbgr Syrup drink seller

Huong F (32 yrs) Outwork for tailor's shop| Migragiseparately Shrimp farming

Kieu F (28 yrs) Junk trader Left-behind Left-behietbctrician.

Chien F (26 yrs) Working as seamstress Widowed n/a

Manh M (48 yrs) Bicycle repair man ‘Migrating’ todpetr Garment factory worker

Hung M (28 yrs) Bricklayer Migrating elsewhere Dotiesvorker Binh Duong Province
Thuat M (31 yrs) Mason coolie/ masseur Left-behind Left-behind, farm work

Duong M (32 yrs) Mason Remarried Currently pregraamt not working

Ho Chi Minh and Hanoi represetntrasting case studiesvhich are explored in some detalil

in Locke, Nguyen and Nguyen (2008). To summarisgjtutional barriers and normative

gender expectations are respectively lesser aradegror migrants attempting to manage

their reproductive lives in Ho Chi Minh and Hanihilst 80% of migrants in Vietham have

some form of temporary registration, less than Belpermanent registration where they

work because they don’t meet the requirements (&@15:4). Significantly more migrants
are on KT4 registration in Ho Chi Minh City (86%)an in Hanoi (36%) and negligible

proportions have acquired permanent registratioistuearly 5% of migrants in Hanoi are

unregistered (KTO) as compared with only 1.4% inMHC hese different flows of migration

pose different challenges for migrants attemptongustain marital and parenting relations.

interpretation. Ethical clearance was given byUinésersity of East Anglia (UEA) and by the
Viethamese Academy of Social Sciences (VASS) ahadbahes used here are pseudonyms.

8 Quotations from migrants below, presented indsalare verbatim translations from the in-depth
interviews. Editorial additions to clarify sense @m square brackets.

® Further detail about research design and methggialan be found at
www.uea.ac.uk/dev/faculty/Locke/ Research/Linkin®#! It is intended to archive the full dataset in

English with the Economic and Social Data Servie8[S) of the UK for future use by other

researchers.
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In Hanoi, over 70% of migrants come from the nedRleg River Delta (Guest 1998, GSO
2005), where socio-economic indicators are relbtigeod and where there is a complex
legacy of Confucianism and Communism: here circoigyration is about investing in the
rural homestead that has been left-behind. Theadwadming majority of low-income
migrants to Hanoi leave their young children behawgn where they live together as a
couple in the city. Consequently, none of the salyde of Hanoi migrants had families who
were ‘united’ with both parents and young childlieing togethet®. However, most migrants
to Hanoi were able to maintain close links withitleral homes: fathers/husband typically

visiting once a month and mothers/wives visitingrgwcouple of weeks.

In Ho Chi Minh, migrants come from all over the otny (ibid)** with distances and
conditions in their home provinces having importamtlications for their aspirations for the
future (see table 3). Those coming to Ho Chi Mimdmf the Red River Delta are mostly
orientated to sustaining rural families but havedotend with the difficulties of doing so
over much greater distances. They were only ablestbannually at Tet, and occasionally
less frequently because they had only recentlyexrihad not got enough money to take
home (gifts or needed to save money. In contrastymagrants from poorer rural situations

in southern, central and northern Vietnam aspirgettle their family in Ho Chi Minfi.

19 However a few in the wider sample of Hanoi migsatiii have children with them, in some cases
temporarily where children were too young to bélesfhind but mothers needed to return to work and,
and in a couple of ‘special’ cases more permanewtgre migrant women had married urban
residents or where returning to the village wasamobption.

1 Around 28% of migrants to Ho Chi Minh City comeridhe nearby Mekong Delta, 15% from the
Southeast, 11% from the Central Coast, 18% fronNitiehern Central region and another 18% from
the Red River Delta (GSO 2005:38). In 1998 it wstineated that Ho Chi Minh received around four
times as many migrants per annum as Hanoi (ibid).

12 0ur findings appear to qualify that of the 2005 Miipn Survey which found that nearly half of
migrants to Hanoi and nearly 30% of migrants toGto Minh City say that they intend to stay
permanently in the city (GSO 2005: table 3.14). ideer these survey findings cover all migrants and
not just low-income migrants as in our sample.ddition further large proportions of migrants irchka
city say in the survey that they are presently gl about whether they will stay permanently,
indicating that if things go well for them they mlbg prospective urban settlers (GSO 2005: table
3.14).
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Table 3: Origins and Aspirations of Ho Chi Minh Seample for In-Depth Presentation
Respondent  Natal Province Spouse’s Natal Current Family Arrangements  Aspirations
Province

Hue (F) An Giang Dong Tap Living with spouse and Plans to stay in the city
(Mekong Delta) (Mekong Delta) children

Huong (F) Nghe An d/k Living with children, spouse | Make a life for all family to
(North Central Coastal) migrating separately live together in the city

Kieu (F) Vinh Phuc Vinh Phuc Spouse and children left- Keep family ‘together’ in the
(Red River Delta) (Red River Delta) behind in RRD village.

Chien (F) Thanh Hoa d/k Widowed and living with her | Try to survive in the city
(North Central Coastal child with her child

Manh (M) Thai Binh Nghe An Living with spouse and Plans to buy land and settle
(Red River Delta) (North Central Coastal ) children in HCM

Hung (M) Ben Tre /Ca Mau Ca Mau Children left-behind, and wife| Plans to return to village buf
(Mekong Delta) (Mekong Delta) migrating elsewhere wife prefers to work in HCM

Thuat (M) Vinh Phuc Vinh Phuc Wife and children left-behind | Keep family ‘together’ in the
(Red River Delta) (Red River Delta) in RRD village.

Duong (M) | An Giang Vinh Long Lives with his new wife and | Plans to stay in the city

(Mekong Delta)

(Mekong Delta)

son from first marriage

The rural-urban ‘gap’ in social and economic cirstemces is much lower between the Red

River Delta and Hanoi/ Ho Chi Minh than betweenreottural regions and these cities. Some

of these migrants were negotiating the difficuloésnanaging urban family life, but others

were unable to bring or keep spouses and childviamglwith them in the city. Whilst some

migrants to Ho Chi Minh from the nearer parts & lMekong Delta were able to visit home

more easily they maintained rather looser contaittstheir rural homes than the short

distant migrants to Hanoi: with women often vigitiavery month, and men every few

months, or even less just two or three times a.yidas in part seems to reflect cultural

differences, with southern Viethamese maintaingageér ties to their rural homes and

villages than northern Vietnamese.
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3. Differentiated Family Strategies

Our report groups this variety of migrant familyargements into three distinct types for
ease of analysis. Firstly, we group together miggraro leave spouses and/or children at
home in what we callisiting marriages or remote parenting’ arrangements; secondly, we
consider migrants who are trying‘toake a life in the city’ with their immediate families;
and thirdly, we examine the strategies of migrémtsvhom‘nobody’ in the nuclear family
grouping lives together(see table 4 below). Whilst these groupings aréuuga analysis, it
is important to avoid misrepresenting migrant fgmsirategies in ways that are overly
categorical, deterministic or static. Family stgis are in realitpegotiable, dynamic and
contingentand families that currently fall within one strgitegrouping may in the past or in
the future belong to a different one as their sggtevolves to fit their changing

circumstances and needs.

Table 4: Broad Categorisation of Family StrategiEbligrants

Family Strategy Description Migrants

‘Classic’ visiting marriage: ¢ Tao (M, Hanoi, wife left-behind)
husband migrates Ieaving wifel| ° Toan (M, Hanoi. Twice remarried, third

. . . wife left-behind)
and children in the countryside| , 1y 2 (M. Ho Chi Minh, w ife left-behind)

‘Reverse’ visiting marriage:
wife migrates leaving husband| «  Binh (F, Hanoi, husband left-behind)

Visiting Marriage or and children in the countryside . Kieu (F, Ho Chi Minh, husband left-behind

Remote Parenting

Joint migration and remote
Parenting: husband and wife | . Linh (F, Hanoi. migrating with husband)
migrate together leaving «  Phong (M, Hanoi, migrating with wife)
children behind in the
countryside

. Hue (F, HCM. Migrating with husband and

child)
Family is working towards . Huong (F, HCM, migrating with children,
; e ; husband migrating elsewhere)
. e making a life in the city over the ; ; L
. . Ch F, HCM, wid d and | th
Eﬂizti;(mg a Life in the medium to long term. At least chillg?( widowed and living wi
one parent and child(ren) are | . Manh (M, HCM, migrating with wife and
living together in city already. child)

. Duong (M, HCM, remarried, living with
second wife and child)

. Mai (F, Hanoi, husband migrates elsewhere
. . . . and children left-behind)
Chronic fam'ly separation with | . Dung (M, Hanoi, wife migrated overseas

Nobody in the Family mother living separately from and child left-behind.)
Lives Together father and with children left *  Hung (M, HCM, wife migrates elsewhere
behind without either parent and child left-behind)

. Tran (F, Hanoi, separated from husband,
children left-behind)

Many of our now migrant interviewees, had at vasitimes also been ‘left-behind’
themselves at different times and anticipated bsou the future. This was most prominent

in the case of women, particularly returning in ldier stages of pregnancy for child-bearing
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or only first migrating after marriage after thestichild was safely outside early infancy, or
when subsequent children were weaned. Howevdsdtarcurred in the case of men, some
of whom returned seasonally to follow rural occigra leaving wives in the city, others who
felt that wives had relatively more workable incogeneration opportunities in the city in the
absence of significant capital, and yet others feftdthey were now ‘too old’ to continue

with ‘*hard’ physical labour in the city. THeft-behind are not a separate grougrom
migrants in these households and many husbandsigesd shifted between being migrants,
non-migrants or left-behind partners across thiilistories. Our evidence supports that of
Jensen et al (2008) who found that in their cas®lfe junk collectors, and in ours women in
wider range of low-income occupations were increglgimovingbefore, between and after

child-bearing (see table 5)

Table 5: Women'’s Migration (and Husband’s Migrajiéor Work Across Reproductive Life Course in HaSaimple

Ever migrated for work ...............ccociiiiiiiiin e,
before after after first after second
marriage? | marriage child and child?
Migrant Purposive Category (Husband?)| and before | before (Husband?)
child- second
bearing? child?
(Husband?)| (Husband?)
Cuc Separated Y (Y) Y (Y) Y (Y) Y (n/a)
Ha Husband left-behind Y (M) Y (N) Y (N) Y (N)
Chau Husband migrating separately | Y (Y) Y (Y) Y (Y) Y (Y)
Sam Migrating with husband Y (Y) Y (Y) Y (Y) Y (Y)
Anh Widowed Y (M) N (N) Y (N) Y (N)
Thao Migrating with husband Y (Y) N (N) Y (Y) n/a (n/a)
Le Migrating with husband Y (M) N (Y) Y (Y) Y (Y)
Thuy Migrating with husband Y (Y) N (Y) Y (Y) n/a (n/a)
Hai Divorced N (Y) Y (Y) Y (Y) n/a (n/a)
Que Husband migrating separately N (Y) Y (Y) Y (Y) n/a (n/a)
Nga ?divorced/separated N (N) N (N) Y (Y) Y (n/a)
Hang Husband left-behind N (N) N (N) Y (N) Y (N)
Nhan Husband left-behind N (N) N (N) Y (N) n/a (n/a)
Mai Husband migrating separately N (N) N (N) Y (Y) Y (Y)
Dieu Husband migrating separately N (N) N (Y) Y (Y) Y (Y)
Giang Husband migrating separately N (N) N (N) Y (Y) Y (Y)
Tran Separated N (N) N (Y) N (Y) Y (Y)
Binh Husband left-behind N (N) N (N) N (N) Y (Y)
Hien Husband left-behind N (N) N (N) N(N) Y (Y)
Linh Migrating with husband N (N) N (N) N(N) Y(Y)

Young children in low-income families moved less &quently than their parents and (aside
from short visits) most children of Hanoi migramtsre generally left-behind. Whilst some
children of Hanoi migrants were ‘called’ from theunitryside at times of illness (theirs or a
grandparents) or ‘sent back’ to the countrysidesfiwcation, low-income migrant mothers
and fathers emphasised the ‘impossibility’ of bimgtheir children to Hanoi with concerns
revolving around the cost of adequate housing,,feddcation, and their foregone earnings.
Whilst migrants to Hanoi constructed the city asumdesirable’ place to raise children,

many migrant parents to Ho Chi Minh, particulattpse from provinces other than the Red
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River Delta, felt that city life potentially offedetheir children new opportunities, better
education and better food, and some were willing/eébincur/bear considerable expense and
hardship to make this a reality. The pattern ofdchiovements reflected the fact that it was
easier for parents to negotiate barriers to brigpginildren to Ho Chi Minh until the start of
elementary, and certainly secondary school, whéddreh were often sent back. In part, this
was due to the possibility of flexible nursery ante-based care or reciprocal child-care
arrangements. Indeed, the analysis of our widepbastressed that although the presence of
children in Ho Chi Minh might be seen as a possifdgcator of whether families are

desiring to ‘make a life’ permanently in the cithiis does not necessarily mean that husband
and wife are currently living together, nor thaldten will not at a later date be ‘sent back’.
Aspirations to settle may take many years to canfauition and for some will not ultimately

be realisable.

Even in Hanoi, where ‘leaving-behind’ of childremda until quite recently young wives too,
is strongly institutionalised, the movements oftiargls and wives and children were
contingentupon a range of other factors that notably indluclgldren’s developmental
needs and carer’s capabilities. For instance: Peenghis wife home for a few months
because his son was having psychological diffiealtis result of both his parent’s absence;
Kieu’'s husband migrated the shorter distance tooH@ather than continuing to work in Ho
Chi Minh) around the birth and early infancy of bisldren so that he was near at hand. In
these contexts theparental or spousal separation may not be an endurg feature of
migration, with dynamic and provisional strategies evolvingesponse to changing needs,

opportunities and circumstances.

Further, the data suggestution in reading dis/empowerment into any speciti
arrangements of going and stayingVarying degrees of agency and compulsion were
evident across all the categories of migratiomfien as well as for women. Even men who
had left wife and children in the countryside arttbveffered highly conventional gender
stereotypes justifying male migration complainedeafing homesick, of feeling removed
from the everyday care of their children and cledations with them and simply desired to
be able to make a decent living in the village.aBghmentioned the impossibility of
remaining and being poor in villages where allrien go away for work and many women
migrants describe how they played a role, sometirogertly, in their husband’s decisions to
migrate. Whilst women talk of being ‘allowed’ to gond men describe ‘sending’ their wives,
reflecting prevailing conjugal power relationsisitlear that some women actively
manoeuvre for migration whilst others are unableegist pressure to go from husbands and

in-laws. For some women the city represented anpiateescape from a ‘rural life’, however,
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for others becoming ‘stranded in the city’ représenmuch more vulnerable situation than
being ‘left-behind’: this is reflected in variouases where women are excluded from their
natal villages after divorce, after the disintegmatof adulterous relations or in one case

because of the prolonged mental iliness of a husban

The following sections consider each broad stratggpuping in turn.
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4. Visiting Marriages or Remote Parenting®

The practice of male migrants leaving behind wifiel &hildren in the village has a
long history, particularly in the north with contemal norms offering support for
these ‘visiting marriages’ in which men migrate ¥aork leaving wives and children at
home in the village (Pham Van Bich 1999, Kabeer @hdvan Anh 2002, see Locke,
Nguyen and Nguyen 2008 for further discussion).sEheorms provide strong support
for the ‘classic’ visiting marriagein which male breadwinner roles and male authority
over wife and children gives them the right to ratgrfor work to support their family.
As Tao puts it: tvhen the husbands say that they will go out to veoitk the husbands
tell their wife to stay at home, women have stillobey their husband and they will
never say a word..... | still go out working evenrd@ years after getting married, ...
it is quite a short time for us to live togetherhatme.” Indeed thanoral approval of
this arrangement is claimed by Tao’s direct congueriof his marital arrangements as
a coal-seller with a high status civil servant. higs migrated before and during
marriage with only a few weeks at home at the tirieis marriage and the birth of his
children, saysI‘am not a public servant you see, but | am stilhg far from my wife

as if | was a public servant leaving his wife ie ttountryside.”

Today, however, migrant family strategies includgeader reversal of the ‘visiting
marriage’ in which wives leave husbands and children belsisdvell as thgoint
migration of husbands and wives with children leftbehind usually in the care of
paternal, or less often maternal, grandmothers t@ae 6). These different strategic
separations trade-off parental and spousal absamtehus raise different challenges

for maintaining parenting and spousal relationsidedtities.

13 These themes will be explored in greater depthuintloird research report (forthcoming) and in two
draft manuscripts (Locke, Nguyen and Nguyen, drafhuscript a and b) and a conference paper
(Locke, Nguyen and Nguyen 2009).
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Table 6: Migrants with Visiting Marriages or Rem@&arenting Strategies

Name Purposive Category ‘Current’ age of Migration away from children
(Sex, Site) children
‘Classic’ Visiting Marriage
Tao Wife Left-behind . Girl, 12 years . Migrated before and during marriage
(M, Hanoi) +  Boy5 years «  Returns home briefly for births
. Visits monthly
Toan Twice Remarried . Boy, school age | ¢ Migrated before and during marriage
(M, Hanoi) «  Girl,schoolage. | =  Returns home briefly for births
. Visits monthly
Thuat Wife Left-Behind *  Boy, years «  Wife was migrating with husband when fell
(M, Ho Chi pregnant
Minh) . Returned to marital home for birth

. He returned and stayed with wife and baby
until son was over 2 years of age
. Wife and son now left-behind

Reversal of Visiting Marriage

Binh (F, Hanoi) Husband Left-behind | «  Boy, 10 years «  First migrated when"child was 2 years old
. Girl, 5 years Husband joins her in city seasonally

Kieu (F, Ho Chi | Husband left-behind . Girl, 7 years Migrated with husband to HCM

Minh) +  Boy, 4 years Both returned to village for birth

Husband migrated to Hanoi during infancy
Husband returned to look after sick mother
and daughter.

. She migrates to HCM when son 2 years

Joint Migration and Remote Parenting

Linh (F, Hanoi) Migrating together . Girl, 7 years . First migrated when second child was 18
. Boy, 4 years months and first was nearly 5 years.
Phong (Hanoi) Migrating together . Boy, 4 years . Migrated before and during marriage

. Wife rejoins him when son is 2 years old

Whilst anxieties about parenting are lessened whees, and to a lesser extent husbands,
remain in the village, those who migrate with thepouse to the city leaving children behind
in the care of othersonstruct strategies of remote parentingparticularly on the part of
mothers. These are credible where distances areestmugh to visit regularly but impossible
to sustain when distances are large and visits hofreguent. Strategies for ‘remote
parenting’ were markedly gendered. Whilst absethiefs with wives and children left-behind
felt confident in their children’s everyday loviegre, they were notabtjoncerned about

the impact of the lack of ‘fathering’ on their relation with their child, on their chith’s
emotional and social development. For instancen®ags that his migratidimakes me
neglect to look after and care for them ... it idiclifit for me to compensate for their lack of
affections and fatherhood'Short-distant migrant mothers, even those wittband's left-
behind, construct their migration as parenting wmekause it is providing for their children
but their active strategies for ‘remote parentigg’beyond the sending of regular remittances.
They refer to their more frequent visits home asuatitaking caré of the children whilst
fathers go home less frequenttyp Visit’**, their detailed planning for the delegation ofirmgr
roles, and their fostering of direct contacts vaitiildren’s teachers (through telephone calls

when away and personal visits when home). Fathérs,see themselves as playing an

*Resurreccion and Khanh (2007) also note that waesumme normal household
reproductive duties on even the shortest visitsdhom
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important role in disciplining and guiding theirilclien’s education and occupational choices,

also report reviewing children’s school work whaeyt go home.

Maternal migration is seen as dsacrifice” by women to fulfil their obligations to their
children. Whilst this ‘sacrifice’ sits comfortably with thefficial ideology of the doi moi era
that wives should ‘help’ husbands to develop ecanalty stable families, it produces a
dilemma. As Linh succinctly puts‘ilf | want to provide for them, | have to migrateut
when | migrate | cannot take care of therhffowever, patterns of chain migration mean that
there have been substantial shifts in social nahaismothers should be with young children,
particularly within communes where female migrati@as become more established. As Binh
says:

“In my home village, there are many people migrgtia Hanoi. We all

understand that because of the difficulties in lffeople have to leave their

children at home to go to big cities earning aniyi No mother or father wants

to leave their children behind... ... people do natkhmothers, like me, are bad

mothers because they leave their children at ham®me here to earn a living

not to go wandering aimlessly around.”
Nevertheless, womenless of their everyday relations with children werepainful and
their grief at parting for the first time was oftemerwhelming. Both mothers and fathers
wereanxious about being able to return home when childim got older and had more
complex parenting needgincluding for moral guidance, supervision of lgis time to avoid
social evils, support with studying, and guidarmedrds appropriate occupational and
marital choices) and most worried about whetheir ttteldren would fornproper

sentiments of love and filial pietyfor parents over the longer tefin

Crucially, strategies of ‘remote parenting’ become harder toisstain over long distances
Kieu and Thuat work in Ho Chi Minh leaving theinfdies behind in the Red River Delta
and visiting only once a year at Tet. Kieu consdmr earlier short distance migration to
Hanoi to her present long distance migration toGtoMinh: “Because we could see our
children more often, | feel emotionally more cornt#ble to live in Hanoi that in this city [Ho
Chi Minh]. .. It is far to live here, so | just cenback to the village once every yeashe
mainly writes to her children calling only everyaweeks because it‘isxpensivé as they
have much to say and upsettingftér | talk with him [her husband], | miss him aadr
children so much that I find it difficult to falito a sleef). She says plainly that sHidoes
not know about their [her children’s] childhood lzese | was often far from themit.is

significant that in her view a good wife‘® wife who goes to work and earns money in

5 This anxiety is increasingly significant as Lonigae(2000:135) document a reorientation of filial
piety from having to care for in-laws to a gredtarus on meeting children’s needs.
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order to share the family responsibilities with tersband’ For Thuat it is easier to
reconcile traditional notions about gender rolethwis long distance migration. The
parenting of his son taindertaken by his mothdihuat’'s wife]. She is a woman, so she
stays at home"Whilst Thuat feels comfortable with his breadwimiole, he too is clear
that“once we are migrants, we cannot balance the resfwlities” and like Kieu, he says he
can’t comment on his son’s everyday care becdusgven’t stayed with him at home for a

long time”.

The dominance of intergenerational relations hatohcally led to relatively weak conjugal
relations, however changing marriage practiceseapeéctations may have increased the
scope for greater spousal intima8ypousal separation is dominated by anxieties which
reflect gendered expectations of marital fidelitysacrifice and self-discipline Whilst

wives who stay in the countryside are seen asbkfind’, husbands who remain there
describe themselves as having ‘sent their wiféheocity. Whilst left-behind wives must have
faith that their husband'’s will not be tempted &t gvolved in ‘social evils’ or other
relationships, left-behind husbands emphasisentbaten do not ‘go around’ the city, point

to the social surveillance arising from the faetttvomen migrants share guest house rooms
in the city with others from their village, andiaudiate their refusal to tolerate infidelity (in a
context where divorce is deeply shameful for wortfefthose who do migrate with their
spouse justify this choice in markedly different wags: men tend to point to economic
factors and women more explicitly to a range of entimnal factors. However, depending

on their circumstancemjigrating together may afford little conjugal intim acy. many
couples share small rooms with 5 or 6 other coupldsist Linh echoes the feelings of other
women when she saysentimentally it is better to have your husbandhwiou”, this ‘love’

talk may well conceal the desire to avert affdiest tmay pose a threat to husband’s economic
fidelity (see Phinney 2008a). Indeed Hai, a fenmailgrant to Hanoi from the wider sample,
was told by her mother-in-law when she was in paignancy téhurry up and give birth so
you can go up there to work with your husband. &tise | am afraid he would marry

another wife!”

Rather than young families tying parents, or evemen, ‘to the bamboo grove’, instead they
seemed to represeatwvindow of opportunity when parents could ‘go away’ to work: the
children left-behind were ‘still young’ and had ryatt developed more complex parenting

needs; the couple had begun living independenttyositd direct remittances and savings to

'8 These normative positions belie the complexityeai life relationships. Our sample included
husbands who had been abandoned by wives and wieopnepared to take back adulterous wives as
well as vice versa.
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their children’s nutrition, education and clothinlgeir personal debts and house building
projects; grandparents were often still fit anding) to take on caring roles; and the migrant’s
themselves were in their peak earning years andeddo make a lasting difference ot their

family’s standard of living.
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5. Making a Life in the City

Whilst it is rare for low-income migrants in Hartoibe seeking tomake a life in the city’,

this was precisely what many low-income migrantsltoChi Minh are attempting to do with
varying degrees of success (see table 7). To réuapstrategy seemed more attractive for
migrants coming from relatively poorer rural sifoas and tended to be associated with more
positive attitudes to city living even though tHfaged certain difficulties. Interestingly, these
families were not necessarily ‘united’ but did ilw@at least a parent and children ‘living
together’ in the city and the intention to maké&eih the city over the long term. The chief
anxieties of this group revolved around being ablgustain their income generating
activities, escaping debt and being able to savegmnto secure their children’s education

and ultimately home ownership in the city.

Table 7: Migrants Making a Life in the City

Name Purposive ‘Current’ age of Birth and Parenting arrangements
(Sex, Site) | Category children (carer)
Hue Migrating . Boy, 7 years | Born at mother’s natal home as mother-in-law riot fi
(F, HCM) together «  (herself) «  Couple first migrate with son when he is arounddhths
. After a few months, son sent to paternal grandpsu@mnd returned
when 3 years old
. No school enrolment but attends private classes
Huong Migrating . Boy, 9 years | Parents met and married in city
(F, HCM) separately |«  Boy,4years | +  Living together in city before babies arrives
. (herself) . Both boys born in city
. Cared for by mother whilst she worked until stapedlic nursery
school at 4 years and 3 years respectively
. Older son now in public elementary school
Chien Widowed . Girl, 6 years | o Parents living together in city when born
(F, HCM) +  (herself) < Daughter born in city
. Private nursery from 9 months old (500,00 VND noydees)
Manh Migrating . Boy, 7 years | ¢ Parents both living together in HCM before birth
(M, HCM) | together «  (himself) «  Bornin HCM in accordance to father's wishes
. Has always lived with parents
. Attends public elementary school
. Father prime carer as mother works long hours
Duong ‘Remarried’ | «  Boy,7years | =  Son of first marriage
(M, HCM) «  (his older «  Parents living together in HCM when born
sister living | «  Sent wife to his natal home for birth but she ne¢arto HCM with
nearby in Go son aged 4 months
Vap) . Son sent to private nursery at 3 years so mothemncak
. Mother left and son sent to paternal grandparemt§ fnonths
. Father brought son back to city as he was misdimg h
. Son not at school because of psychological probtbatsfather
attributes to mother’s departure but knock on papsgs problems
now for him and coming baby to attend school.

Many of those making a life in the city had firsignated at a relatively young age and had
loose tiedto their rural homes. Huong and Chien were orpldrs came at 15 and 17 years
respectively to work in Ho Chi Minh and Duong, aféevery difficult childhood, quit military
service at 19 years and came to the city to avepdsals. Manh found himself unwilling to
return to village life after military service and\g his share of the family land to his older

brother whose family were living im“pitiable conditiofi in the forest. Although migrating
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only later, at 28 years, Hue says ttihere is very little there”in the village for her, her
partner and their 6 month old son. For these mtgrdine impossibility of earning money in
their villages, the poor conditions there and thaise ties meant that they aspired to make a

life in the city.

Unlike the circular migrants who went home to maewd preferred endogenous matches,
these migrants generally found their partneragle their marriages’ and began their
families in the city. Whilst migrant networks oftemeant that some spouses came from
nearby rural communes, in other cases partnerstlmaces were far apart (see table 4
above). These marriages appear téebs tied into intergenerational
obligations/expectations Aside from Manh, these were love marriages teneas they had
met in the city often through work, relatives aefrds, and become romantically attached to.
Although Hue did not migrate until after her ‘mage’, she too fell in love with her partner
and, even though he was too poor to actually nfaryher family have now reluctantly
accepted their union. Similarly, those migrants Wwhd married in the city tended to also
bear their children in the city: apart from Hue, who had not yet migrated, andrigio
whose mother ‘called’ his first wife back home tegybirth, these couples did their child-
bearing in the city. Manh insists his baby be Karthe city and links his decision directly to
his fathering role of the infantshe wanted to give birth in the home village girder to save
money. | did not agree. She should give birth hatehat time, | can take care of my baby
directly. | am his father, so | can take care ahhietter than others."Chien and her husband
took on an interest free loan of 1 M VND to pay fer birtH® and ‘maternity leave™|

didn’t go to work for a few months before givingliso | didn’t get any salary. He worked
as a bricklayer, got his wages by the week andrtwahoney to save. When | gave birth he
went out borrowing money. When the baby was 9 maith | went to work, had money and
paid back”.Unlike the Hanoi migrants’ children, theslgildren are largely raised in the

city by a parent and they are ‘used’ to city life.

Raising a family in the city involves negotiatingnamber of difficulties which revolve
around caring for children in an urban environmeften without the support of the extended
family and where everything must be paid for. Maoyplain about frequent moves in
rented accommodation and the difficulty of findemgtable place to liveHousing that is

adequate for a family is costly and although thsug are generally not sending money to the

7 In most cases the customary visits to parents eamed out and in a few cases the marriage
ceremony was conducted in the rural home but theiagas themselves were agreed and arranged by
the urban couple.

18 A natural delivery at a public hospital costingd8200 VND.
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countryside, several are in debt or receiving lfim other relatives both in the city and in
the countryside. They refer to the constaetd for money‘everyday, the attentiveness as
parents they must pay to ensure their childrenaléget spoiled”in the city and the
potentialdangers of the urban/working environmentfor looking after small children. Non-
relatives are also a potential source of solidaitgg Manh has several fictive kin who have
been instrumental in his survival and Chien’s nealrs and landladifook out” for her.
Strikingly debt is a problem for Hue, Duong, ande@hin each case as a result of medical
fees. Like most low-income migrants, almost nonehzealth insurance and their ability to
claim free care in the city, even for children undeyears, is variable. For instance, when
Chien’s husband was diagnosed with tuberculosistanath disease’ in the city he had to
transfer back to his home place to be eligiblefifee treatment: he died about 4 weeks later

leaving her with his urban hospital fees to repay.

Raising children without the support of an extenkiedhetwork involvedlifficult trade-offs
between work and careAs in rural areas, many mothers take infants thigm to work
where circumstances allow, some persuade mothensthrer-in-law to stay with them for
several months, or where this is not possible miettake a break from work, and use private
nursery care after the key period of breastfeeditoging children were only ‘sent back’ to
the countryside as a last resort. Hue's son wamt Is@ck’ to the village at 7/8 months of age
and unsatisfactorily shuttled between her and beb&nd'’s sick mother until the age of 3
because she was working long hours in a shoe fa@be now sees this as ignorant and
would not ‘send him back’ alone to the countrysiagd@in. Duong’s son ‘sent back’ to his
parents because of his wife's desertion but hedaib settle and Duong brought him back to
the city and his older sister who lives nearby kaker him during the day and, since

Duong’s new partner moved in, at night too.

Private nursery care is preferred to public nurgang even though it is more expensive
because it is more flexible about when parentsdcap and collect their children. As Chien
says‘l work irregular shifts and couldn’t come home time”. Strategies of early child care
evolved in relation to trade-offs between parergspecially mothers’, work options and
children’s needs. For instance, Manh’s wife stopwedking in the factory to have their baby
but took in sewing at home after a year and resunwe#ling long hours in a junk-sorting
warehouse only when her son was 3 years old. InsHase, she stopped working in the shoe
factory for reasons of occupational health andatbher son back from the countryside and
now looks after her brother’s children and doeo#irands and domestic work where her
son can come too. Huong looked after both her sdiilst she worked but was able to feed

her first on demand when she managed an out-workirgshop but could not her second
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when she worked as a hairdresser: she feels hendeson is more sickly and less strong

because her work interfered with his feeding adddehis earlier weaning.

If one parent is more flexible then public nurseare and schooling is desired but several
have had problems accessing this. These difficute®olve aroundiifferential application

of policies about the allocation of nursery and school plaagsvell as the difficulty of
resolving paperwork problems as migrants are aditnated through their home communes.
Huong and Manh have successfully secured publisenyrand elementary school places for
their children using their birth certificates albhédowever, Huong believes that she will not
be able to procure secondary school places for thiginout KT3 registration: unable to build
on the land she has bought on the outskirts otcitye she believes they are ineligible and
meantime they will ask her sister-in-law if theynaagister in her home. Whilst Manh knows
he is eligible for KT3 registration, he too haslddi to secure it because bureaucratic
problems:If fact, our residence here is legal. We don't @aything wrong. If we have a KT3
certificate, it will be more convenient for our kths schooling. However, it's too hard to go
back and forth.”In contrast, Hue was refused a school place forsharbecause she could
not show her registration documents and becauaa efror on her son’s birth certificate and
he now attends only ‘private classes’. Duong caelt school entry for his son because his
neighbourhood head is ‘uncooperative’ and he is rower-age for grade and needs a
‘sympathy paper’ from his home district, in view ki mother’'s desertion, to get late entry.
He anticipates problems for the coming baby toaesinis divorce has not been registered at
his home place, he has no official marriage ceetif for his second marriage, and so will not

be able to apply for the birth certificate.

These migrants believe that children should livehyiarents and seek greater stability in their
lives in the city. As Huong say# have a lot of children is better than to behigy money
but“life can be improved, only after having a stablage of living”. In her case, her husband
spent 3 years in Taiwan and is now working awayraigaDong Thap in order to keep his
wife and children ‘together’ in the city. Althou@hien’s mother-in-law and an aunt have
both offered to look after her daughter whilst shigrates for work, Chien say# 1 work

and still have money to support her, I'll keep h@ng with me: | don’t want to live far away
from her”. She endures considerable hardship as a widow itttamathem both in Ho Chi
Minh: “Now | just have money to look after my child aray phe rent only; in general, |

don’t have money to save up so | tighten my bé&ltie skips her own breakfast, takes lunch at
her work place, and eats plain noodles for sugpiese. uses her 800,000 — 1.3 M VND

¥ Huong notes that whilst she could get the birttifieate for the first child in the city, for theecond
she had to apply in the home commune due to a ehanggulations.
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(depending on how much overtime is available) tetiee 500,000 VND rent and similar
amount for nursery fees and to pay for her childasd and clothing. She doesn’t have
“anybody to rely o but her neighbourssometimes ask me if I've eaten anything yet, and

they give me food”.

In order to pursue their strategies of building ramilies in the city, these migrants must
negotiate with traditional expectations of genades. Whilst in some cases of city births
mothers or mothers-in-law (Manh, Huong) came aagest for several months to help out in
other cases couple’s managed on their own. Huaelg ke strain of bringing up her children
in the absence of her husband but says that padpiee her sayindgyou undertake the role
of a woman and the role of a man at the same tifoa.are so resourceful'Unlike other
construction workers who live on site, Chien’s harsibleft home around 5.30 every morning
to cycle to his site. When Chien gave birth, hethmapin-law was too old to come and help,
but“upon coming home from work, he [her husband] waktiee clothes. He washed the
clothes for 3 months and then | did the washingiggelf”. Manh is the primary carer for his
son since he was 3 years old as well as doingalhbusework and shopping. Although he is
proud of his parenting role and values the timén\is son, he is dissatisfied with wife (who

he describes astuggish”, “untidy

as“knowing nothing”and ‘rarely smiling”). Although
her regular income meets their rent and fees, balthaw opinion of her as a mothéshe
does not fully understand our sgréind a wife(“we rarely talk happily with one another”).
However, other migrants use ideagarhilialism that privilege the importance of children
living with parents and ideas of tjeeater civility of urban life to support their choices. For
instance, Hue says thatdt knowing much, my husband and | sent [my sook beame
again” but that now she feetg would be a pity to leave him wandering aloneckan my
hometown. Here we have mother, father and childn@fathers or grandmothers aren’t as
good as his parents at raising hintuong too notes thétural people do not know how to
learn from each other regarding to child-upbringinghildren in the city will have a better
future”. Manh thinks that his sowill be smartet because he is familiar with city life and it

offers him a thance”to “contact” with “higher culture’.

Their positive attitude to city life emphasisesttheitiement is a deliberate strategy for this
group, sometimes in the face of discouragement tithrar relatives, even though some
couples may ultimately be unable to see this thHiotyiong says that her siblings encourage
her family to return to the village but that shel &er husband refusédo live in the City is
always better than to live in the countryside... é&lifph we have difficulties in the City, we
can strive to make a living. It is better for otnildren, when we live in the city'In contrast,

life in the countryside is seen as “harder”, pattidy farming work, and these migrants see
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the fact that they have to work hard in the citgreday as a worthy struggle to stabilise their
family circumstances. Huong, like many ‘makingfa in the city’, emphasises their
endurance she saysy husband and | have overcome a lot of difficslltheorder to stay in

this city for so many years”.
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6. “Each member of our family is living in a different place”?°

The strategic separations of migrants who traddeaffing spouses or children behind, and
the strategic togetherness of those trying to nagliie in the city, contrasts with those
migrants for whom nobody in their immediate nucligamily lives together (see table 8).
Some migrant couples migradeparatelyin some cases to different destinations in other
cases living and working separately at the samendg¢i®n,andleave their children behind.
Their migration to try to provide a better life fibreir children is built upothe apparent dis-
integration of the family unit for extended periodsof time. Worryingly, several can not
see clearly the end point of this chronic familpa®tion or what viable alternative they may

have.

Table 8: Migrants Who Live Apart from their Childrand Spouses

Name, | Sex, Spouse ‘Current’ age of Birth and Parenting arrangements
(Site) origin and children
occupation
Mai F Migrating . Boy 11 years | ¢ First migrated when first child was 3 years old
(Hanoi) | RRD separately «  Girl 6 years +  Returned home for birth of second child
Porter . Resumed migration when second child was 3 yegrs
Dung M Migrating . Girl, 8 years . Migrated when his only child was 4years
(Hanoi) | RRD overseas . Returned home for a few months after wife went
Porter overseas when daughter was 6 years
. Resumed migration
Hung M Migrating . Girl, . Child born in rural home at district hospital
(HCM) | CauMau | separately « 5years «  Child left-behind with his wife in the village.
Bricklayer «  Wife and child joined him in city for 5 months when

daughter was 4 years old. She sold drinks at a
construction site whilst looking after child.

. Wife migrated to Binh Duong to work as maid and
child sent back to village

Tran F ‘Separated’ . Girl, 14 years | Migrates to join husband who is being unfaithful
(Hanoi) | RRD «  Girl, 13 years and failing to send remittances when daughterd are
Porter . Boy, 8 years and 5 years old

. Returns for birth of son
. Resumes migration when son is 2 years old

In each case this ‘strategy’ represents a forfaibire or desperation. Mai migrated to

Hanoi just a few months after her husband didwarit ‘alone’ and he works and lives with
his construction gang in different parts of thg evhilst she carries goods in Long Bien
market with other female villagers. She is cleat th [would be] better to stay at home
because my child was still younfgnly 18 months] but she and her husband wentuseca
they weré'still poor” and“had nothing” and she, like other migrant mothers who have left
children behind presents her earningsfag’“her baby. Dung'’s wife is ‘locked’ into a three
year contract for factory work in Malaysia: Sheguaded Dung to let her go because the
opportunity was promoted as a change for workerslilss ‘to escape poverty’ but she cannot

make any savings and is being mistreated. Althdweghromised to stay home to look after

2 Hung.
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their child, Dung was forced within a couple of rttmto resume his work as a porter in
Hanoi to keep his daughter and mother. Hung fiigrated when his daughter was 18
months old‘in order to make it possible for me to keep hes[Wwife] staying at home and
taking care of our child”However his wife and child followed him a yearelaand after

selling drinks around construction sites with thagughter, his wife got a job as a live-in

maid in Binh Duong. Although he opposes his wildeégision to ‘send’ his daughter back to
the village, hérespects” it and can not insist otherwise since his earnaigee are

insufficient to impact on their living condition§ran’s husband now lives openly with
another married woman in Hanoi and no longer supgar and their three children
materially. She is now forced to migrate for woekving them behind in order to feed, school

and clothe them.

These absent parents face anxieties abouttbethchildren’s wellbeing and their

relations with their spouse Although Dung is absent, he is very much thebehind parent
because his wife is overseas and he takes onlthefrprimary carer. He is the only man in
the Hanoi sub-sample to return home every 10 tdays as the women migrants do take
caré’ of his daughter and says thate already missed out on her mother’s affectiod, a
now her father is away, she is missing out on a.l3t Hard as he tries, he worries that he
can not make up for her mother's absence in hisntizng because he is a man and fathers are
traditionally associated with disciplindt would be different if her mother was home. $he
a girl and I am a man.”Whilst Mai admits thatour children do not have the same care like
those kids whose parents stay at horsleé emphasises that thother who stays but cannot
provide for her children is not as good as migrpaople like us”Hung'’s wife reminds him
that“we are not the only people who have left childrethe home village’and he feels that
as adults they cdistand miserable living conditions, yet, it is ingsible for us to leave our
child in the same miserable conditioraiid she will be better off with her grandpareHies.

and his wife visit 2 or 3 times a year and teleghevery week.

Whilst spousal absence strains marital relatidresseé migrants show that tliees not lead

in any straight-forward way to separation or divorce. Dung’s exogenous love marriage to
an ethnic minority woman from Loa Cai is groundedbive and tolerance and he sympathises
with the vulnerable situation she has found hetsaffped in and saysjust want my wife to
come home”Hung refers affectionately to his wife dgefce’ and also has a marriage build

on mutual respect and compromise. Whilst he trhistsvife he is anxious that their
‘understanding’ of one another will diminish withtended periods of separation. Although

Hung and Mai can both visit their spouses in tityg tiey rarely do, and have to wait until
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they visit the village to be sexually intim&teMai says‘We are rural people, how can | say
about love?... We did not think about love or amo&on.” Significantly Tran’s estrangement
from her husband was not caused by migration: raitigration provided a space for him to
continue his affairs without harassment and to aviakv from family obligations.

Interestingly, Tran’s good relations with her inviamean that she retains a cherished place in

her marital home as daughter-in-law despite hebdnd's estrangement.

Aside from Mai, who is able to convincingly remgiarent, the others in this grogpuggle

to satisfactorily fulfil their social identities as mother/fathers and husband/wivesDung
feels he is a poor substitute carer for his wife &ran feels her three children do not behave
as well as others whose parents care for them éaggnd says thak am not really a very
good mothét Hung cries during his interview and says:

““I am a father, but | cannot take care of our datefh | haven’t done
anything for her. | haven’t done anything for mynfly; that's why my wife
had to work far away. This means that | havenfilfatl my duty towards my
wife. | haven't done anything for my parents, eittos the contrary, they
have to do things for us. | feel that | am so usetbat | cannot do anything
for my wife and daughter.”

2L Hung and his wife only go home 2 or 3 times a yearmwill see each other perhaps every month in
the city. Mai and her husband will go home evennthand very rarely see each other at all in Hanoi.
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7. Conclusions

Our sample is specifically designed in such a wsaipanable us to explore what various
kinds of strategies mean for family relations fmwviincome migrants. We need to emphasise
that it is not a statistically representative saaid we canot infer from our findings how
prevalent different kinds of strategic separatiom avhat our data does enable us to do is to
explore the meanings of different kinds of strategi separations Nevertheless, what we
know from secondary data, from our key informam¢iviews, and from the histories of the

individual migrants is that these configurationsrast highly unusual.

Periods of spousal and parental separation arelfoualmost all the life histories, regardless
of current strategy, however, we have argued tiektare some distinctive patterns that have
specific consequences for gendered family relatibhe dynamics entailed in managing a
‘visiting marriage’ or in ‘remote parenting’, vafsom those in migrant families trying to
‘make a life’ in the city, as well as from thosatltharacterise migrant families in which
‘nobody lives in the same place’. Our data confinait spousal and parental separations
undoubtedly strain family relations but whilst thés concern that “migration... is
contributing to a small but growing trend for faied to break up” (Summerfield 1997:206)
the idea that these strategic separations wiliémiselves lead to family disintegration needs
to be questioned (see also Kabeer 2007:31-32 andiZ[1995). In all these situatiofgoing
away’ to work is an integral part of building and sustaining families, albeit with different
configurations. It is the challenges of maintaingagenting relations, whether remotely or

in the city, rather than marital relations, thattsles our respondents most, although all are
concerned about the impact of prolonged separatidihe sentiments and understanding

between husbands and wives.

Significantly, the migrants overwhelmingly subserilo social norms of family co-residence
and these are used to support strategies of maklifgtogether in the city. Absent parents
justify themselves in terms of fulfilling their partal or marital roles in the current economic
climate in which agricultural opportunities areufficient, the importance of education is
widely accepted and the ‘real’ cost of educatiorefefor rural children at primary level) is
growing. Whilst the motivation for migration is ewamic, at heart it is for these mothers and
fathers about the desire to make a better liféHeir children. The strategies they employ,
and the choices they make, and their subjectivergxmces as migrant fathers/husbands and
mothers/wives are powerfully shaped by prevailimggitutional conditions and by the power

relations that inher in gendered family relations.
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Whilst absent fathers/husbands drew on establishkaral norms for support for their
absences, absent wives/mothers migrants drew Refkdom newer narratives about the
suitability of sending women for labour and on warseoles in contributing to the family
economy. In this way women were ablegdpresent their absences as doing parenting and
conjugal work by supporting their children and ‘helping’ theirdibands keep their families.
Whilst absent mothers developed strategies ofelgtnemote parenting, these could not
credibly be maintained over long distances andopiged absences. Casting women’s
migration as parenting wokdscures its contradictions with their obligationsand desires

to provide everyday care for their children.

Conventional expectations of men were more suppodi male migration but some male
migrants struggled to meet expectations that tiveiadwinning could, even in any minimal
sense, keep the family living ‘together’ amidlabsent fathers regretted their emotional
disengagement from their children and everyday rhyims of family life. There is some
evidence that fathers making a life together witkirtfamily in the city can show flexibility
in taking on parenting work but more common wassthlastitution of family-based care for
commercialised care, the taking of loans to cometéernity leaves’ and by mothers the

combining of productive work with caring for chitdr, particularly under three years.

Taking advantage of new economic opportunitiegtiese low-income migrants with young
families comes at a cost atlis cost in terms of family relations, social idetities and
subjective experiences is strongly genderedrhe peak child-bearing years of migrants
appear coincide with avindow of opportunity’ for couples to improve their new family’s
standards of living. Linh like many migrants teflerself that I just come here to work for
sometime. When we have enough, | mean enoughet@iy we’ll return home’but she
admits that it is hard to establish how much moisegnough, particularly in the context of
rising prices and rising expectations. Economisistias added pressure to these strategies by
dramatically affecting the relative trade-offs afimg away to work or making ends meet in
running family life in the city. Worryingly, the ‘imdow of opportunity’ for many low income
migrants may well extend @ lifetime of chronic migration or urban poverty despite their
current sacrifices. As Linh asks “How can we migrédr ever?” Ironically such outcomes
will have lasting implications for children even though the desire to make a better life for

their children is the prime motivator behind thesgthers and fathers migration strategies.
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