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Abstract

Remittances are directly related to migration
patterns, and in particular to arrangements
made within and between families and
households. However, not all migrant’s
households are equally recipients of
remittances. In a larger number of cases,
households with no recent migration or that
have never had migrants, still receive
remittances. This is possible because
remittances, like migration itself, is supported
by transnational family and social networks,
which allow current extended family
arrangements to be translated to different
geographical regions, by articulating homes
and domestic units located in the communities
in Mexico with homes and domestic units in
neighbourhoods and towns in the United States.
In other words, remittances are a major factor
in paying for the reproduction of these
transnational family relationships. The families
of the migrants back at home find themselves
in the same displaced situation, and establish
forms of social and economic reproduction
which are heavily dependent on the earned
income of the migrants in the United States.
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Resumen

El papel de las remesas en la configuración de
relaciones familiares transnacionales

Las remesas están directamente vinculadas con
los patrones migratorios, y en particular, con
los arreglos familiares que se establecen en y
entre los hogares. Sin embrago, no todos los
hogares migrantes son igualmente perceptores
de remesas. En no pocos casos, hogares sin
migrantes recientes o simplemente sin
migrantes, son sin embargo, perceptores de
remesas. Esto es posible porque las remesas, al
igual que la migración, se sustentan en redes
sociales y familiares transnacionales, que
permiten la configuración territorial de arreglos
familiares extensos, en términos de la
articulación de hogares y unidades domésticas
ubicadas tanto en las comunidades de origen en
México, como en los barrios y pueblos de
destino en Estados Unidos. En otras palabras,
las remesas son un soporte básico en la
reproducción económica de esta
transnacionalización de las relaciones
familiares. Las familias de los migrantes suelen
establecer formas de reproducción social y
económica que involucran de manera
preponderante los ingresos salariales de los
migrantes en Estados Unidos.

Palabras clave: migración, remesas, hogares,
transnacionalismo, México

igration Mexico-United States is a complex process which does not
only involve the flow of people and workers, but also of an assets
and symbolic. With migration social, familiar and cultural networksM

* The present work is a translation of the published work by the author in the book directed by Eric
Guerassimof, Migrations internacionales, mobilities et development, published in 2004 by L’Hartmattan,
Paris, France. This Spanish version is published with the authorization of author and publishers.
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are activated and consolidated, by means of which a complex exchange system
is formed, as well as people, money and information circulation among the
migrant settlements and their origin communities (Rouse, 1992; Smith, 1994).
In this aspect, highlights the circulation of economic resources and incomes
that, in form or remittances are sent and fetched from the United States by the
migrant population (Conway y Cohen, 1998).

The families in the origin communities are not unaware of this phenomenon,
so in many of them, the social and economical organization is directly related
to the remittances migrants send. With these, much of the families needs are
covered, talking about dwelling, social and personal services, consumption
assets and other expenses necessary for the maintenance of the migrant’s origin
household. This way, remittances can be seen as the way the salary is adopted
in the case of the migrant workers (Canales y Montiel, 2004).

Indeed, the migration of Mexicans to the United States is a purely working
phenomenon that, for over 100 years and under different macroeconomic
contexts, has allowed articulating a working force offer in Mexico, with a
continuous and dynamic demand in different economic ambits in the United
States.1 This way, the incomes obtained by migrants represent a salary fund, as
any other, tends to be preferably used in the everyday and generational
reproduction of his family and community.

On other aspects, the migratory process has not implicated the disarticulation
of the origin communities, but it’s their configuration as transnational
communities (Guarnizo y Smith, 1998; Kearney y Nagengast, 1989). In this
aspect, the remittances form a substantial element to reproduce and support
economically this communities’ deterritorization. This situation also includes
the families and households of the migrants, who try to establish ways of social
and economic reproduction that include their salaries (Canales y Zlolniski,
2001). In this context is possible to understand the role of the remittances in the
familiar relation’s transnational organization, mainly as material support of
family exchanges by which migrant’s households are articulated in their origin
and destiny communities.

However, even when the remittances are an important household’s income
source, they do not always seem to flow and influence in the same magnitude,
rhythm and frequency in all the households of a community, even though all

1 In recent times, for example, it is pointed out the growing mexicanization of some jobs and economic
activities in the United States, which is related to the productive and technological transformation of
its economy and of its role in the world economic concert. (Sassen, 1998; Canales, 2003).
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those participate in the migratory phenomenon and form a transnational
community. It seems that different sociodemographic, economic factors, as well
of family structure, composition of the domestic unit, characteristics of its
members, evolution of the familiar cycle, experience and familiar and individual
migratory history, among other aspects, establish important differences in
respect to moments and conditions when a households becomes a remittances
recipient.

While remittances are directly linked to the migratory patterns and particularly
with the familiar arrangements that are established within and between
households, the truth is that not all the migrant’s households are equally
receiving remittances (Canales, 2004). Likewise, not in few cases, households
with no recent migration or simply without migrants at all are, however,
remittances’ recipients. This is possible, on one hand, because the time and
frequency of the remittances do not necessarily follow the time and frequency
of migration, and on the other hand, just as migration, are supported by social
and familiar transnational networks. All of this allows the territorial articulation
of the extensive family arrangements, in terms of articulation of households and
domestic units located both at the origin communities in Mexico as well as in
destiny neighbours and towns in the United States.

This way then, it is not necessary for a household to have active migrants to
be remittances recipient. It is necessary, before that, that such household is
integrated to a migratory network to, under certain conditions, can become a
remittances recipient. This is the case, as an example, of households formed by
people over 65 years of age, retired from migration decades ago, or that simply
did not ever migrate, but who have children of relatives in the United States, who
are responsible of their maintenance and expenses of the origin household.
Conversely, it can be the case of a household formed by people who have never
migrated, but whose members may come from migrant families and households.
Definitely it is about households integrated to a circulation network of material
and cultural assets circulation, without the need of participate actively in the
migration of people of working force.

In this matter, we can mention that are the economic and familiar needs that
rise from each domestic and familiar arrangement what seems to determine the
conditions for the perception of remittances in each case. In other words, the
migratory pattern in each household, as well as the migratory history defines
certain familiar arrangements (local and transnational) from which the different
times and conditions for the shipment and perception of remittances are defined.
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In different books it has been mentioned that the migration is sustained in the
configuration of certain familiar arrangements and social networks (Massey et
al., 1987). So, for example, the head of the household’s temporal migration
implies the creation of specific domestic and familiar arrangements, where the
parent’s or parents-in-law of the household head represent a very important role.
Conversely, in the case of feminine migration, the familiar arrangements are
different, where the migration of the whole family is an option (Woo, 2001).
Likewise, migration becomes in some cases in the formation of transnational
family units, this is, and families structured in households located both at the
origin communities as well as at the destiny ones in the United States, where the
continuous flow of people, material and symbolic assets, as well as of information,
become fundamental for its reproduction (Moctezuma, 1999).

In this matter, to understand the dynamics of the shipment and perception of
remittances is fundamental the establishment of the domestic and familiar
arrangements that sustain each particular migratory pattern, as well as how these
arrangements turn into sociodemographic profiles and differenced social and
economical demands. The times of shipping and perception of remittances are
linked to the domestic arrangements which sustain the migration and make it
possible, not to the migration per se.

The objective of this work is to analyze such households’ differentiation
factors according to their condition at the remittances perception. Or, in other
words, which aspects of each domestic and familiar arrangement seem to be
more important to define the times and frequency of the shipments and
perception of remittances. To do this, we will present information and analysis
from to complementary methodological approaches. On one hand, based on a
households’ statistically representative survey taken on February 2001 to more
than 360 households in the municipality of Teocaltiche, we can describe the
sociodemographic and socioeconomic profile of households who are remittances’
receptors.

On the other hand, based on an ethnographic work implemented in the
municipality of Tapalpa, Jalisco, based on deep interviews to members of
households with migrants that in different times and circumstances have been
remittances preceptors, we can describe the conformation transnational process
of these households, and particularly the role of the remittances in the material
and symbolic reproduction of this network system and familiar relations
extended farther than the households and communities territorial limits.
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Characteristics of the households that are preceptors
of remittances

Jalisco is one of the entities with more migratory tradition in Mexico. Therefore,
it is not surprising that in 2000; more than the 10 percent of migrants was found
here, as well as more that the 11 percent of the remittances received in Mexico.
In average, 2 million dollars enter to Jalisco in form of remittances (Banco de
México, 2001). This migration and remittances conditions are even clearer in
certain Jalisco regions and municipalities, cases as the ones of Teocaltiche in
Los Altos and Tapalpa in the south region that from the early XX century began
the migration process. In this matter, it is interesting to research the conditions
of migration and remittances perception in this kind of regions where the ancient
migratory tradition has allowed the formation and consolidation of international
social networks.

 In this context, in this section we present an analysis on the sociodemographic
profile of the remittances receptors households in the municipality of Teocaltiche,
Jalisco, leaving for next section the analysis on the conformation of transnational
families and households in the municipality of Tapalpa, Jalisco.

In Teocaltiche, migration and remittances have turned into a social and
economic phenomenon that intersects horizontally the whole community. In a
way, almost all the households are, directly or indirectly related to the migration
process. It is not about each household always having an active migrant, but that
the social, familiar and community networks where migration rests on allow
households temporarily separated from active migration can participate in its
benefits through the social capital accumulated in the past.

In this sense, it is no surprising that in the year 2000 practically half of the
households were remittances recipients. Thus it is interesting to compare the
specific characteristics of these recipient households in relation to those that do
not receive, in terms of evaluating if there are sociodemographic differences
between them. Our thesis is that these differences do exist and are due to the
different domestic arrangements (local and transnational) that migration and
remittances make possible in each stage of the domestic and familiar cycle. In
this sense, following we present a comparative analysis taking into account two
dimensions. On one hand, the dwelling and household’s characteristics; on the
other hand the head of the family characteristics.2

2 The empirical data come from a survey to households taken in February 2001 in the municipality of
Teocaltiche, in Los Altos de Jalisco. It corresponds to a probability sample of 367 households, randomly
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The household

The first point of differentiation among households, according to their condition
of perception of remittances, has to do with the residential arrangement within
the households. As it is shown in table 1, based on a structural situation where
nuclear (father, mother and children) arrangements tend to prevail, a substantive
differentiation among the recipient households and those that are not is
established. In sum, among the recipient households, the proportion of nuclear
households tend to decrease and the proportion of compound households tends
to increase, as well as the households formed by one person, but these in a much
less proportion. In these two cases, the index of remittances perception is not
only higher, but two to one, this is, two households with remittances per each
household without them.

This is a relevant datum which has already mentioned by some authors
(Lozano, 2001) and tells us, in a way, the probable role of remittances in the
familiar re-compositions facing the migration phenomenon. Indeed, it is not
unusual that when facing migration, the head of the family takes on a strategy
that implies the co-formation of extended and extensive households (Woo,
2001). Likewise, the direct observation during the field work allowed us
detecting an important number of households formed by senior citizens living
alone or with their children or other relatives, but who are dependent for their
survival of the remittances sent from the United States.

A second differentiation level is about the households’ composition,
particularly to the presence or absence of children and senior people. In both
cases can be supposed that there are specific demands and necessities that could
motivate the sending of remittances from parents or relatives living in the United
States. In the case of the elderly people, expenses on health services; in the case
of the children, education and health services.

However, the survey data showed a peculiar situation. Effectively, on one
hand the presence of elderly people is associated to a higher incidence of
remittances. In fact, it is significant the fact that almost 42 percent of the
recipient households count with at least one senior member, situation of less of
the 30 percent of the households without remittances.

selected, by urban and rural strata. This survey is part of the project Estimación del impacto económico
de las remesas en comunidades de alta emigración en el Centro-Occidente de México, with
CONACYT support.
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On the other hand, it seems that the presence of children would not be
associated to a higher incidence of remittances. On the contrary, in these
households the index of perception is lower to the one prevailing in the
households without children less than 12 years of age. Nonetheless in these
cases, the differences are not so marked. In particular, in almost 54 percent of
the households there are young children, proportion that rises to 55.5 percent in
the non-recipient households, and reduced to only 51.6 percent in the remittances
recipient households. In other words, it seems to be insufficient evidence to
presume a significant difference.

A third aspect is about the conditions and levels of activity and economic
participation in each household. In this case it can be assumed that depending
on the increment of the activity rate inside the household, more incomes are
generated and hence, there would be a lower necessity of depending on external
resources such as remittances. The data seem to corroborate this hypothesis.
Indeed, the households with low economic activity rate (less than an active
member per four in active age), the incidence or remittances is higher than two
to one, this is, more than two recipient households per each non-percipient
households. At the households with medium levels of economic participation,
the incidence of remittances is substantially lower.

To finish, a fourth aspect referring to the legal situation of the dwelling.
Particularly, it is observed that when the dwelling belongs to the family and is
totally acquitted, the index of remittances perception is lower. On the contrary,
when the dwelling is leased or a mortgage is being paid, a use of the remittances
is the financing of the building. For this reason, when the dwelling is totally
acquitted the flow of remittances seem to be reduced.

This situation is corroborated if we add the analysis on the age of the
dwelling. In the case of dwelling recently built (five years to date) the perception
index of remittances is substantially reduced. Conversely, the incidence of
remittances increases in relation to the age of the dwelling the households use.
This differentiation guide is related to the situation of the dwelling ownership,
since it is very probable that when the dwelling is leased, this has not been
recently built. In fact, almost 50 percent of the households leasing dwell in
buildings of more than 20 years.
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TABLE 1
TEOCALTICHE, JALISCO. 2001. CHARACTERISTICS OF THE

HOUSEHOLDS ACCORDING TO THEIR REMITTANCES PERCEPTION
CONDITION

Perception Condition Perception Condition 
 

Total 
With 

remittances 
Without 

remittances 
With 

remittances 
Without 

remittances 
Perception 

Index 
       
Type of household 8 395 4 026 4 369 100 100 92.1 
Unipersonal 641 439 202 10.9 4.6 217.3 
Nuclear 6 385 2 703 3 682 67.1 84.3 73.4 
Extense & compound 1 369 884 485 22.0 11.1 182.3 
Size of household 8 394 4 026 4 368 100 100 92.2 
1-3 2 917 1 532 1 385 38.1 31.7 110.6 
4-7 4 450 1 916 2 534 47.6 58.0 75.6 
8 or more 1 027 578 449 14.4 10.3 128.7 
Presence of under 12s 8 396 4 027 4 369 100 100 92.2 
Yes 4 503 2 077 2 426 51.6 55.5 85.6 
No 3 893 1 950 1 943 48.4 44.5 100.4 
Presence of elder 
adults 

8 396 4 027 4 369 100 100 92.2 
Yes 3 006 1 717 1 289 42.6 29.5 133.2 
No 5 390 2 310 3 080 57.4 70.5 75.0 
Activity rate in the 
household 8 396 4 027 4 369 100 100 92.2 
Low 1 193 829 364 20.6 8.3 227.7 
Medium 4 649 2 081 2 568 51.7 58.8 81.0 
High 2 554 1 117 1 437 27.7 32.9 77.7 
Ownership of the 
household 8 394 4 026 4 368 100 100 92.2 
Owned and paid 6 055 2 780 3 275 69.1 75.0 84.9 
Pays rent or mortgage 1 317 732 585 18.2 13.4 125.1 
Lent or other 1 022 514 508 12.8 11.6 101.2 
Age of household 

8 394 4 026 4 368 100 100 92.2 
5 years or less 985 394 591 9.8 13.5 66.7 
6 to 20 years 3 702 1 777 1 925 44.1 44.1 92.3 
21 years or more 3 707 1 855 1 852 46.1 42.4 100.2 

 Source: Remittances and migration survey. Teocaltiche, 2001.
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Heads of family

In respect to the sociodemographic profile of the household’s head are also
observed some differentiation patterns between the recipient and non-recipient
households. In the first place, the perception index is higher in the households
headed by a woman. In this case is common that are the woman’s children
residing in the United States, or who have temporally migrated who assume the
responsibility of taking care of their mother, economically speaking. However,
it is necessary to add that the differences do not seem to be too marked, at least
in comparison to other characteristics of the head of family. In particular, the
perception index in the households headed by a woman is only 28 percent higher
to the households headed by a man. This difference is even lower to the
differences in the other variables, where the difference is at least of 100 percent,
being the case of having a 300 percent.

Secondly, the remittances perception index gets higher as the family’s head
grows old. Particularly, in the case of family’s heads older than 65 years of age,
the perception of remittances occurs in two out of three households. This is
related to the fact that when the family’s head is young, it is usually about
nuclear households of recent formation, where the remittances incidence is, due
to the same reason, lower. Conversely, at the households with adult or senior
heads, it is about households conformed by more than one nucleus, or headed
by a woman. In both cases the remittances incidence tends to be higher. In no
few cases is about the shipment of remittances done by the children to their
paternal household, as a way to respond to their responsibilities in terms of
differed reciprocity.3

Likewise, when considering the family’s head marital status it is observed
that the remittances incidence is higher when the head is separated, divorced or
in widowhood, and lower when is married or single. This differentiation guide
can be because in the first case is more probable to find households headed by
women or elder people, and for the same reason, correspond to households
formed by more than one familiar nucleus. On the other hand, when the head of
the family is single or married, it is more probable that that household is or recent
creation headed by a man.

3 In following paragraphs, when we expose a couple of study cases, we will go further in this idea of
remittances as differed reciprocity mechanism. For more details on this concept, refer to Serrano, 2002.
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Perception Condition Perception Condition 

 Total 
With 

remittances 
Without 

remittances 
With 

remittances 
Without 

remittances 
Perception 

Index 
       
Gender of the head of the 
household 8 396 4 027 4 369 100 100 92.2 
Male 6 792 3 178 3 614 78.9 82.7 87.9 
Female 1 604 849 755 21.1 17.3 112.5 
Age of the family’s head 8 396 4 027 4 369 100 100 92.2 
34 or less 1 221 446 775 11.1 17.7 57.5 
35-49 years 2 537 1 084 1 453 26.9 33.3 74.6 
50-64 years 2 622 1 233 1 389 30.6 31.8 88.8 
65 or more 2 016 1 264 752 31.4 17.2 168.1 
Marital Statusl 8 396 4 027 4 369 100 100 92.2 
Single 307 83 224 2.1 5.1 37.1 
Married, concubinage 6 512 2 988 3 524 74.2 80.7 84.8 
Separated, widower, 
divorced 1 577 956 621 23.7 14.2 153.9 
Education 8 395 4 026 4 369 100 100 92.1 
Incom. Elemnt or less 4 950 2 863 2 087 71.1 47.8 137.2 
Elemn. Complete or incoml 
junior high 1 995 723 1 272 18.0 29.1 56.8 
Junir High complete or 
more 1 450 440 1 010 10.9 23.1 43.6 
Activity condition 8 396 4 027 4 369 100 100 92.2 
Active 6 538 2 880 3 658 71.5 83.7 78.7 
Inactive 1 858 1 147 711 28.5 16.3 161.3 
 

TABLE 2
TEOCALTICHE, JALISCO. 2001. CHARACTERISTICS FAMILY’S HEAD,

ACCORDING TO THE REMITTANCES PERCEPTION IN THE HOUSEHOLD

The scholar level of the family’s head also sets a differentiation guide worth
revising, since the differentiation guide is constituted by the termination of
elementary school. Certainly, among the families’ heads with no elementary
education, the perception index is of almost 1.4 recipient households per each
non-recipient one. This is, almost the 60 percent of the households are remittances
preceptors. Conversely, in the households where the head of the family has

Source: Remittances and migration survey. Teocaltiche, 2001.
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finished the elementary school studies, the perception is reduced to less than the
35 percent of the households.

Finally, it is also relevant to consider the activity condition of the head of the
family. Particularly, it is observed that in the case of the head being an
economically active person, the perception index is substantially reduced.
Conversely, when the head of the family is economically inactive, the relation
of the remittances perception in those households rises to two out every three
households. Without a doubt, the head of family’s inactivity creates a situation
where the households become more dependent of the incomes contributed by
other members of the domestic group, specially form those temporally residing
in the United States.

Based of these data, we can construct the socioeconomic and
sociodemographic profile of the remittances recipient households. In general,
it is about compound or extensive large households with elderly people and low
economic participation levels. Besides, the dwelling they live in is old, leased
or under mortgage. Finally, are households headed by women or people older
than 65 years of age, who usually are widows, divorced or separated, without
elementary school studies and economically inactive.

Migration and remittances in the formation of
transnational families

Migration and the participation of the households involved cannot be studied in
static terms, but dynamic and changing, in function of the particular role of
migration and the remittances in each of the family’s life trajectory. Likewise,
the familiar arrangements configured from migration have their own dynamics
and evolution, especially in terms of remittances’ need and the migratory
options for their members. There are moments in the family cycle when the
migration of any of its members is more appropriate, as well as the times when
the remittances become indispensable for the material reproduction of the
domestic unit.

In this matter, even if remittances are one of the main reasons of migration,
its understanding requires a structural vision that goes further the short times of
migration un each conjuncture. As not all the households with active migrants
are remittances recipients, not all the households unrelated to active migration
are necessarily unconnected of the sending and perception of remittances.
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Without a doubt, the probabilities of remittances perception increases in the
case of households with active migrants, but that cannot deny the fact that the
in other households the remittances are an important factor for their social and
economical organization.

To this respect, the case of Teocaltiche turns illustrative. In this municipality,
practically half of the households received remittances in 2001. However, the
households present a very different situation in respect to the migratory
condition. Actually only 10 percent of the households seem not to have any
connection with the networks formed from the migratory process. We are
referring to the households without active “retired” migrants, without definitely
migrants, and without direct relatives to the head of the family living in the
United States. In this strict sense, it is not about households completely
unattached to migration and social networks since they take part of a migratory
community where friendship, “godfathership” and other community relation
social networks are also important. However, due to methodological requirements
of the applied instrument, this kind of social networks had to be left aside. The
relevant fact is that more than 90 percent of the households have direct relations
to the migration social networks, although not necessarily with active migration
or of a more recent period (graphic 1).
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Indeed, only 39 percent of the households have at least one migrant, this is;
individuals whose more recent migration occurred in the last five years (1996-
2000). On the contrary, almost 50 percent of the households have definitive
migrants, this is, people who were part of the household and now reside in the
United States (20 percent) or direct relatives to the family’s head (parents,
brothers, grandchildren or grandparents) living in the United States (29 percent).

It is interesting that only three percent of the households only present
“retired” migrants and no other kind of link (active migrants, etc.). In this matter
we can affirm that the eventual migrant’s “retirement” from the migratory
circuit does not necessarily implies the retirement of his households from such
circuit. In Teocaltiche this seems to be the case of only three percent of the
households, and this without considering the friendship networks that the head
of the family could have.

Now, when matching this information about the conditions of migration with
the remittances perception conditions, a very peculiar situation is observed.
Indeed, even in the households without links to the migratory process, five
percent of them are remittances recipients, situation that is intensified in the
households retired from the migratory circuit, among which more than 30
percent are remittances recipients (table 3). In this way, even though the
remittances tend to concentrate in those households more directly and actively
linked to the migratory circuits, the social networks allow that many unattached
households (at least temporarily) from the migratory dynamic participate in the
sending and perception of remittances.

TABLE 3
TEOCALTICHE, JALISCO. 2000. HOUSEHOLDS ACCORDING TO THEIR

MIGRATORY SITUATION AND REMITTANCES PERCEPTION CONDITION
(IN PERCENTAGE)

 Total Remittances perception 
  No Yes 
    
Total 100 52.0 48.0 
Active migrants 100 33.5 66.5 
Emigrants in the United States 100 36.8 63.2 
Direct relatives in the United Estates 100 73.6 26.4 
Only retired migrants 100 69.9 30.1 
Without migrants 100 84.3 15.7 
 Source: Remittances and migration survey. Teocaltiche, 2001.
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In other words, the participation in the migratory flow has particular rhythms
and frequencies that are not static or permanent, but dynamic and variable. So,
the participation, as well as the separation from the migratory process is
temporal phenomena that can vary in function of the familiar and personal
cycles. However, the participation in the migration social networks is something
more structural that does not depends directly on the level of migratory flow in
a certain moment, but through the trajectory of life and migratory, personal as
well as familiar.

Now, this situation allows us illustrating an interesting methodological
peculiarity related to the need of taking in preference way the household and
specially the extended family, and not just the individual as the reference and
analysis unit for the understanding of the remittances sending and receiving
process. If migrants, at any point, leave the migratory circuit, settling permanently
in Mexico or in the United States, at the level of the households and families the
situation will be more complex, at least because two factors. On one hand, at the
household level, it is not too much about the retirement of one of its members
from the migratory circuit, as his substitution or taking over by other members.
In this case, the complete family migration phenomenon also applies (Woo,
2001). On the other hand, even when it is not about the migrants’ retirement, this
is not enough indication to suppose that retirement of the households from the
social networks of migration, since these are not only supported by active
migrants, but by the settlement of direct or distant relatives in the United States,
this is, in the extension of the familiar and relative networks farther than the
territorial limits of the community.

In this matter, the deep analysis of two families in particular will allows us
illustrating the role of migration and remittances in the configuration of its
family networks as transnational relations, as well as its different economic and
cultural meanings throughout the family’s life cycle. Both cases represent
different situations, in terms of domestic cycle as in the particular contexts.
However, each case illustrates a reciprocity, obligations, and values family
system at risk in the migratory process. Likewise, in each case, the analysis is
focused on the role and meaning of the remittances for each familiar group. With
this we want to illustrate the remittances role in the formation of family
networks transcending farther than the origin community. In this matter, we can
advance that the remittances constitute a privileged instrument for the analysis
of the relations of economic and social cooperation, where the reciprocity and
responsibility concepts are fundamental for the understanding the different
timings, rhythms and meanings of remittances.4
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Case 1: the Fernandez

The Fernandez represent, very probably, the typical case of a successful family,
where their success lies on the fact that they have become a transnational family,
that, by means of exchange, reciprocity and responsibility relations achieves the
articulation of the dynamics of the older children households living in the
United States with the one of the paternal household in Tapalpa, Jalisco.

Specifically, the history of this family allows us illustrating the different uses
and meanings of the remittances according to the dynamics of its cycle as an
extended family. This way we can identify at least three stages. A first one
corresponds to the time until the migration of the oldest son. Until that moment,
the family was formed by the parents and their eight children (five men and three
women).

In 1985 starts the migratory history, when Carlos, the oldest son made his
first trip to the United States. The travels with some cousins to the farming field
in the north of California, where he starts working in the grape and nuts reaping.
After a year, he uses the social networks built by the people of Tapalpa to settle
in Concord, California, getting a job, first in a restaurant and then in the
construction business, activity than he is still doing. Years later four of his
siblings migrated to Concord, where they work in different economic sectors.

In this second stage, the remittances seem to be directed by the principle of
differed reciprocity (Serrano, 2002). This is, over the children would rest the
responsibility to share the benefits of migration with their parents in reciprocity
of the benefits in their childhood. In this case, the remittances would constitute
a form of this differed reciprocity towards the orientation family. Likewise,
from the paternal household point of view, the remittances tend to constitute
themselves as the principal support of the parents and the children who still live
with them.

Now, the relevant point of this situation in that the remittances have opened
other horizons for the siblings who have not migrated yet. This is the case of
Artemio, the youngest son, who has decided to study a degree, situation that has
been supported, economically and morally, by his older brothers.

4 The two cases presented here correspond to part of the ethnographic work developed by Javier Serrano,
Ph. D. in the municipality of Tapalpa, Jalisco, and corresponds to his Masters dissertation presented
in 2002. For more details, refer to Serrano, 2002, specially chapter III “La reciprocidad en las lógicas
del parentesco”.
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A third stage began with Carlos marriage, and later of the other siblings. The
formation of two new domestic nucleuses previous to this family of this
extended family presents important transformations in the sense and meaning
of the remittances, as well as the obligations and responsibilities of each and
every one of its members. In this stage clearly appears the fact that “the
commitments with the orientation family are subordinated to the obligations
towards the procreation family” (Serrano, 2002: 93).

Indeed, while Carlos was single, he sent money in a regular basis for the
expenses of his paternal household (orientation family). When he got married
and had kids, his main responsibility was reoriented to his own household
(procreation family). Even though, he still sends money to his parents, but not
with the same frequency or quantity. It is about “some bucks” for her mother to
buy herself a gift or for personal expenses. So, the responsibility of the paternal
household lies on the single siblings, who, by means of the remittances, maintain
their obligations in terms of differed reciprocity. However, all the siblings are
solidary with the extensive family, covering exceptional expenses derived from
medical emergencies or of any other kind. To sum up, in the Fernandez case
there is no doubt that

Their organization depends completely of their insertion in the transnational social
field they live in. there is where they generate their principal economic resources. To
the point that the siblings would not be able to fulfil their reciprocity obligations if
they abandoned that field, situation where the familiar organization would be obliged
to transform (Serrano, 2002: 97).

Case 2: Lilia and Angel

If the case of the Fernandez family is about happiness and success, the following
example shows exactly the opposite. This is due to a couple of accidental facts,
on one hand were taken to a sudden interruption of the remittances flow, and on
the other hand, to an emergency situation that involved the reorientation of
material, human and social resources the family owned.

In this case, before the migration of the oldest son, the household was going
through a critic situation due to the father’s alcoholism. While the children
(eight in total) were still young, Lilia, the wife, assumed the responsibility of the
household support. For this, she stared working at a tourist complex in the
locality. When Angel, the oldest son was old enough he was in the need of being
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the principal provider of the household, for this reason he moved to the United
States.

In this fist stage everything seemed to be going fine. The son sent remittances
in a regular basis to the paternal household. The money allowed Lilia quit her
job and attend her house and children full time. Likewise, when the three of the
older daughter got married, they abandoned the paternal household and stop
depending on the remittances their brother sent from the United States, now,
their husbands had that responsibility.

This situation was partially modified when Angel got married and took his
wife to live with his mother, respecting the prevailing male-locality pattern of
the community. In these conditions, Angel had to assume the double responsibility
of purveyor, for his procreation as well as his orientation families, although in
each case a different principle operated. Specifically, for a while his remittances
performed simultaneously the differed reciprocity role (to give back to his
orientation family) and the responsibility of being a head of family (to provide
in the procreation family).

The situation turned into a crisis due to the conjunction of two unfortunate
and unpredicted events. Angel was incarcerated in the United States, which
stopped abruptly the flow of remittances. Also, Dolores, his wife got sick, and
these facts created a double economic crisis at Lilia’s household. On one hand
she had to look for the resources to maintain her children, and on the other, to
cover the expenses of her daughter-in-law operation. In the first case she was in
the need of looking for a job again; in the second, the situation was so hard that
led to a reorganization of the household. With her husband’s approval, Dolores
returned to her parent’s house, where they took care of the operation recuperation
costs and cares. However, Lilia and Angel assumed that it was a conjunctural
situation and agreed to pay back the money spent on Dolores once Angel’s legal
situation was solved.

However, Dolores got worse. In this situation Lilia was forced to ask for help
to her extended non-residential family; her mother in Tapalpa and her migrant
brothers in the United States who sent money to support her in this situation of
extreme emergency. This situation let us illustrate that

Residence is not a factor exclusively determinant in the family organization. There
are latent familiar networks that are reactivated in moments of need. However, the
equilibrium between what is a case of justifiable emergency and what is not can lead
to interpretations, negotiations and when not, to manipulation (Serrano, 2002:111).
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The drama in this example let us illustrate the mechanisms families have to
face crisis situations, where the transnational networks, and particularly the
remittances seem to constitute a social capital so valuable that goes farther than
simple the economy. In this case, the crisis is originated due to two simultaneous
misfortunes; Angel is incarcerated and his wife gets sick. However, the result
was not the family disintegration. On the contrary, the help came from the
resources the extensive non-residential family provided, the family located in
the community as well as the one living in the United States. Particularly, the
extensive family networks (both local and transnational) allowed the mobilization
of people and resources that seem weak or inexistent, but that are renewed and
show their real potential in critical situations, as the case of the Rodriguez
family.

Even if the situation can be catalogued as atypical, the familial model
underneath is not so.

It is about a clarifying case because at first (while Angel was sending money) exposes
the values associated to remittances and the role these play in the family organization.
Then the situation became extreme. Angel did not succeed in the role of family
purveyor and responsible son. His failure exposed the reciprocity relations in the
family organization (Serrano, 2002: 114).

Now, the experiences of these two families, although they are very different
from each other, show the role of the remittances and migration in the formation
if the transnational family networks. For the migrants’ families, remittances do
not only represent a flow of capital, but also a means for reproduction and
maintenance of their social, cultural and symbolic relations. Here, the same
principles that work in the extensive family network tend to work as well:
solidarity relations, responsibility and reciprocity. What make these cases
specify is the fact that these relations go beyond national frontiers, articulating
domestic units, individuals and familiar nucleus in a field of relations that are
extended beyond national frontiers and territorial limits of the origin and destiny
communities.

In this matter, remittances can be seen from a double perspective. On one
hand, as flows of capital that make the reproduction and maintenance of the
families in the origin communities possible; on the other hand, as the material
sustenance for the constitution of familiar networks. In the latter, remittances
imply do not only represent a flow of capital, but along with this, specific
familiar values: reciprocity, solidarity and responsibility.
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The children’s physical absence, temporal or definite, does not free them
from the responsibility of differed reciprocity to their orientation household and
of principal purveyor for their procreation household. It is not incidental that the
accomplishment of these cultural norms includes important costs for the
individuals. It is not only the image of being a disobliged son, but also the
exclusion of a solidarity and exchange networks system which configure
individual and collective identity references and the sense of belonging to a
community beyond the physical presence and absence.

Conclusions

Based on the descriptive and ethnographic analysis presented in previous
sections we can conclude that, even when the sending and receiving of
remittances is directly linked to the migratory conditions and the current
migratory networks, it is also true that there are other sociodemographic factors
that contribute to the configuration of the households recipients of remittances.
In this matter, the direct participation in the migratory dynamic does not seem
the only factor for a household to be remittances recipient. To that we have to
add certain sociodemographic characteristics of the household, particularly, the
residential arrangements established from the migratory process itself, as well
as the conditions of the households’ life, especially in terms of the capacity to
generate resources independent from the remittances, the availability of assets
and services, the situation in respect to the dwelling’s ownership, as well as
some characteristics of the head of the family. In total, these variables define the
specific situation if each household, where remittances play a substantial role
in the material reproduction of the household and its members.

Likewise, remittances cannot be understood as a static sense but in function
of the household’s cycle, and particularly of the effect over these surviving
material conditions. This way we can suppose that remittances tend to flow in
determinate familiar contexts and domestic arrangements, but at the same time,
they contribute to modify such structural conditions of the family. In this matter,
it would not be surprising that remittances decreased or even stopped flowing
temporality, at least when the origin household situation of the migrant gets
better.

Even though we do not have access to enough statistical information, the
direct observation of the field work and the parallel interviews to the application
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of the survey allows us supposing that remittances have a different meaning in
depending of the moment. Thus, in a first stage, remittances are principally
destined for the household’s consumption. Later, once the migrant is stabilized
economically and in his job, or acquires more migratory experience, remittances
are directed to the buying or remodelling of the dwelling, as well as the
acquisition of assets and services for the household. Once an improvement of
the origin household’s life condition has been achieved, the remittances tend to
decrease and be oriented to more specific matters, mainly the health of the senior
members of the family. In these cases familiar transnational arrangements are
usually made, this is, when the migrants who have definitely abandoned their
origin household establish in the United States, but keep their commitment of
sending remittances for the maintenance of their parents and other relatives.

This way, remittances form an aspect of the migratory process that seems to
show a behaviour pattern those changes with the time which will be in function
of the individuals’ migratory conditions, as well as the familiar and domestic
arrangements established in the different times of the domestic and migratory
cycles of each household.

So, we propose that remittances, as social phenomenon, present a double
character. On one hand, they form a salary fund that allows the economic and
material reproduction of the households. As capital flow, remittances establish
an economic articulation among different members of the domestic units of a
same extensive family. The peculiarity of this case is the transnational character
this economic and material resources flow assumes. This economic articulation
is the material base on which the social organization of the household can be
sustained in the community and the social relation and transnational family
fields.

On the other side, remittances form part also of the cultural and symbolical
reproduction of these transnational families and communities. By means of the
remittances reciprocity, responsibility and solidarity relations are reproduced,
which are fundamental for the conformation of every extensive family system.
The relevant and specific issue of this case is that the familiar values give place
to exchange of economic assets and cultural relations that transcend not only to
the communities’ territorial limits, but also to the national frontiers.

In other words, based on these familiar values (solidarity, reciprocity and
responsibility) a transnational exchange system is established among the origin
communities’ households and the destiny communities’ households. Of these
exchanges we can highlight the flow of capital remittances which, due to the
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same reason, assumes a double role. On one hand, it contributes to the material
reproduction of the households, and on the other, it contributes to its cultural and
symbolic reproduction. With the remittances not only money and merchandise
flow, but also allow the reproduction of cultural relations, collective identities
and symbolic and familiar systems.
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