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Abstract

As far back as 2003, the Asian Times famously declared that migrant remittances constitute
‘mother’s milk for poor nations’ (Kapur and McHale 2003), affirming the importance of labour
migration for countries across the Global South. Yet, almost two decades later, scholarly work
on the impact of labour mobility on the international politics of postcolonial states remains
particularly fragmented. Ultimately, how does labour emigration affect state-society relations
across postcolonial states of the Global South? This paper begins by identifying how the post-
independence social contract granted a set of rights and socio-economic entitlements to
citizens across postcolonial states in return for their political acquiescence. Yet, the inability of
the postcolonial state to sustain high post-independence levels of welfare provisions led to two
effects: firstly, the development of “emigration management institutions,” which sought to
encourage and regulate citizens’ labour emigration; and, secondly, the widening of a
“remittance-welfare gap,” which occurs when labour migration remittance rates outpace state-
sponsored welfare provision. Together, these developments led to the transformation of a
postcolonial social contract into a “transnational social contract,” as states leverage citizens’
access to labour mobility and foreign-based welfare through de facto and de jure forms of
transnational coercion.

State-facilitated emigration flows sustain institutions that offer nominal parchment protection
against widening social and economic inequality, with the opportunity to emigrate serving both
as a proxy for truncated state welfare provisions at home, as well as the consolidation of state
power over the postcolonial citizen. Methodologically, this is demonstrated via a comparison of
paired cases across the Global South with a common set of countries of destination: the study
identifies two least-likely labour emigration cases in South Asia (Nepal) and the Middle East
(Jordan) to the Gulf Cooperation Council states, selected for the purposes of theory building
through covariation and within-case analysis. The paper analyzes how cross-border mobility has
reshaped state-society relations at home by making access to emigration central to citizens’
socio-economic trajectory. It is noted that the argument shifts existing conversations away from
counterproductive economistic approaches to migration and labour by allowing us to instead
think of political practice in ways unconstrained by methodological nationalism (Wimmer and
Shiller 2003). The paper highlights the heretofore-unaccounted diversification of state-like
practices in migration management across the Global South, from re-territorialization to the
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formal imbrication of unaccountable labour recruiters and security officials into these
processes. Overall, this paper introduces the notion of the “transnational social contract” to
demonstrate how labour emigration offers no guarantee that abandoning a given state’s
territorial confines means escaping from forms of control and subjectification. An interregional
analysis is offered, one that also acts as a corrective to the dominance of South-North migration
research and provides a novel framework on the impact of migration upon non-Western states.
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