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Female labor migration has significantly altered gender relations in households. This study discusses how family living arrangements mediate the negotiation of masculinity among left-behind husbands in migrant-sending communities in Indonesia. The paper adopts Bourdieu’s notions of habitus, capital, and field to study how men adjust to changes in “household configurations” and reordered gender relations following their wives' migration. The research used a qualitative design and involved in-depth interviews with 31 left-behind husbands across three categories: those who lived in nuclear families, those who co-resided with their parents-in-law, and those who co-resided with their parents. It is found that the way of living shapes access to economic, social, and symbolic capital and husbands’ experiences of caregiving, household management, and familial authority. Husbands in nuclear families take on greater household responsibilities, whereas those living with extended family enjoy stronger backs but often face the challenge of having their masculine authority challenged. Although fathers and husbands are putting in increasingly more time on caring and domestic work, their masculine legitimacy is still judged in patriarchal ways as being able to provide and lead. In conclusion, masculinity is not an identity but a social practice negotiated through everyday caregiving and family relationships, thereby changing power relations within a transnational household.
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Introduction
International migration of workers is one of the most significant social changes affecting family life in the Global South (Saith, 2013). While migration is often assessed through remittances, labor mobility, poverty reduction, and other monetary indicators, its impact is above and beyond material (Graham et al., 2015). Migration has the potential to change family and gender relations, among other things (Wassan et al., 2017). Women in many migrants' communities of origin are becoming transnational earners and increasingly going abroad (Lusterio, 2019). A fresh group of families of this type has emerged, in which the husband stays in the village and performs work normally reserved for women. The documentation indicates a redefinition of masculinity, relations of power in the family, and the division of labor by gender (Syahrul & Ayuwat, 2026).
Indonesia is regarded as one of the largest labor-sending countries in Southeast Asia, with female migrant workers being a large proportion of international migrants (Chan, 2014; Harry & Hutton, 2025; Platt, 2018; Udasmoro & Setiadi, 2021). Overseas migration has long been a strategy for rural households that live in West Nusa Tenggara (NTB) Province. Earlier research has shown that the economic contributions of migrant women have taken the form of remittances, improved housing conditions, education, and household welfare. Yet it is equally important to study the lives of men who are left behind and face the social and emotional consequences of their wives' migration.
Studies on transnational families have highlighted the emergence of care deficits, shifting parental roles, and the redistribution of domestic responsibilities through female migration (Acedera & Yeoh, 2020; Bernadas et al., 2025; Lam & Yeoh, 2018).  Studies have also shown that when women become migrant breadwinners, men become increasingly involved in childcare and housework. Most of the literature, however, treats left-behind husbands as passive victims of social change, rather than active agents negotiating new masculinities as families change. Moreover, there has been little attention to the effects of different living arrangements on men’s experiences of caregiving, authority, emotional adjustment and access to different forms of capital.
The significance of bridging this gap lies in the fact that living arrangements are a critical yet lesser-known facet of transnational family life. The place where husbands live, whether on their own, with their parents, or with parents-in-law, has a considerable effect on domestic labor, social support, household decision-making, and access to resources. The way homes are arranged affects daily household practices and the experience, contestation, and reconstruction of masculinity in the household. Therefore, the study of living arrangements offers a key access point for understanding how transnational migration changes gender relations.
The focus of this research is on left-behind husbands in East Lombok Regency, Indonesia, a migration community, particularly those engaged in international labor migration. The study examines how men whose wives go abroad externalize their masculinity owing to a reflexive connection with domesticity. This study further investigates the extent to which husbands negotiate shared expectations regarding male authority while engaging in caregiving and family work in wives’ absence.
The study draws on the concept of masculinity and Bourdieu’s theory of capital and practice to provide insights into Indonesian men whose wives work abroad. The evidence indicates that migration not only reverses typical gender roles but also highlights a lively social arena regarding the negotiation of masculinity, authority, and symbolic recognition. The paper examines how rural households are addressing glocal labor mobility and how shifting socio-economic conditions are causing a reorganization of gender identities.
Theoretical Framework
The rise of international labor migration has significantly affected family life in migrant-sending countries. Women often migrate outside while their husbands remain at the place of origin. The use of transnational families has become increasingly common in both academia and popular discourse. Parreñas (2005) argued that transnational families sustain emotional, social, and economic connections across borders through remittances, communication, and the sharing of household tasks. In this context, separation by migration is not just a physical separation, but it also restructures caregiving arrangements, authority relations, and gender relations in the household (Joy et al., 2020). When migrant wives are missing, husbands are often required to do women’s work, leading to a new family organization that disentangles and redefines established concepts of the domestic. Consequently, transnational migration creates a space where gender can be negotiated (Li et al., 2025).
Changes in household organization are related to concepts of masculinity and gender relations. Connell and Messerschmidt (2005) argue that masculinity is not a property located within a person. It is not a natural fact but rather a socially constructed and historically contingent set of practices that is reproduced and contested. People consider men as breadwinners, heads of the family, and decision-makers in patriarchal societies. The legitimacy of the political system is measured in different ways. Migrant women becoming the main breadwinners may destabilize masculine identity’s conventional bases (Lam & Yeoh, 2018). The spouses who stay behind are often assigned the responsibilities of child care, housework, and emotional care, which have been feminized. Rather than merely 'losing' their masculine status, men negotiate or adapt through these processes, which, in turn, emerge as alternate forms of masculinity in response to family (Acedera & Yeoh, 2020).
The rise of other forms of masculinity suggests migration could be both a site of resistance and reproduction of patriarchy. According to a study on transnational families, the domestic responsibilities performed by left-behind husbands have led to them building closer emotional relationships with their children, though traditional gender ideologies remain intact (Syahrul & Ayuwat, 2026). Although women may become the primary economic contributors, community expectations often continue to assign breadwinning roles to men. As a consequence, masculine identities are filled with ambiguities between the realistic demands of housework and the cultural signifiers (R. Connell & Pearse, 2015).  This tension calls for a theoretical perspective that can explain how social actors change their everyday practices while remaining embedded in structures. Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of practice provides such an analytical perspective.
According to Bourdieu (1990), all social practices (including other practices) appear through the interaction of habitus, capital, and field. The term habitus refers to long-lasting dispositions obtained through socialization that structure how social actors perceive, interpret, and respond to the social world. In Southeast Asian Countries, the prevalent patriarchal disposition instills the belief that men must hold economic and authoritative positions, whereas women are expected to take care of the home (Graham et al., 2015). Nonetheless, habitus is not fixed nor deterministic (Bourdieu, 1990). When social conditions change, people can adjust their practices to reflect reality. As a result of wives migrating, left-behind husbands must reconcile their inherited gender dispositions with the practicalities of managing household survival (Kim, 2018). The process shows how practice is both structurally constrained and innovatively adapted to situations.
The strategies developed by left-behind husbands were influenced by the various capitals available within the migrant's household (Lam & Yeoh, 2018). According to Bourdieu (1989), the resources one can mobilize in a certain social field include economic capital, social capital, cultural capital, and symbolic capital. Another aspect of economic capital is remittances, land, housing, and productive assets. Social capital is the set of resources made available to you through your social networks and your relationship with your family. Cultural capital is the knowledge, skills, and competencies one gains from experiences and education. Symbolic capital refers to prestige, recognition, legitimacy, and social status that is bestowed on an individual by other people. When migrant wives transfer money through remittances, it is considered economic capital that can be used to make housing improvements, pay for education, buy land, and invest in businesses in the context of transnational migration (Kim, 2018).
The link between these capitals becomes significant because the recognition and power relations within the household frequently change with migration (Orji et al., 2025). As women increasingly become the primary breadwinners and contributors to household income, economic capital is likely to accumulate in their hands, which will subsequently be transformed into symbolic capital by improving women's decision-making power and moral authority (Acedera & Yeoh, 2020). At the same time, left-behind husbands may experience challenges to the symbolic foundations of masculinity because social recognition has historically been linked to men’s role as provider (Lam & Yeoh, 2018). To compensate for this shortcoming, men often seek alternative sources of symbolic legitimacy through caregiving, household management, emotional involvement, and responsible fatherhood. This shows that symbolic capital is not essential to nor automatically attached to certain gender roles, but is negotiated in interaction and everyday practice.
Based on these perspectives, the study construes migrant households as social fields in which masculinity, familial authority, and capital accumulation are constantly negotiated. Living arrangements are not only residential patterns but also social structures that shape access to networks of support, household decision-making, and opportunities for capital accumulation and conversion. At the same time, wives’ migration creates conditions for husbands to renegotiate their masculine identities through domestic and care work and family management. Combining the concepts of transnational families, hegemonic masculinity, and Bourdieu’s theory of habitus, capital, and field, the study examines how left-behind husbands are negotiating changed household circumstances and reconstructing masculine legitimacy in the face of international migration.
Methodology
This research employed a qualitative design to examine the family living arrangements of left-behind husbands in the migrant-sending community of NTB Province, Indonesia. The qualitative approach was deemed appropriate because the study focused on understanding the meanings and phenomena, as well as the everyday practices, of husbands whose wives were migrant workers abroad. The research addressed how men interpreted changing gender roles, managed households, and reconstructed masculine identities under different domestic arrangements. The study focused on married men whose wives were currently working overseas as migrant workers. To ensure familiarity with the phenomenon under study, purposive sampling was used to select participants. There were 31 left-behind husbands in the study. To enhance contextual understanding and triangulate results, interviews were also conducted with a variety of family living arrangements, including nuclear families, co-residence with parents-in-law, and co-residence with their own parents.
The qualitative data were collected from December 2025 to May 2026 through in-depth interviews. The interviews examined participants' experiences of household management, childcare, domestic labor, family decision-making, emotional adaptation, social relations, and masculinity in the absence of their wives. Through in-depth interviews, participants were able to freely recount their experiences while nevertheless allowing for the major themes of interest to be raised. The interviews were conducted in Bahasa Indonesia and, when necessary, in the local Sasak language; they were recorded with participants’ consent and transcribed verbatim for analysis. Migrant families were also observed in the field and heard informally to provide contextual insights into everyday household practices.
Thematic analysis was used to analyze the data. Analysis of the data began with several readings of the interview transcripts to become familiar with the data. The open coding was then used to identify recurring ideas or patterns related to the domestic role swap, caregiving practices, family authority, social support, emotional adjustment, and masculine identity. Similar codes were grouped into broader categories, which were then organized into major themes reflecting left-behind husbands' experiences, regardless of their living arrangements. The analysis used constant comparison techniques to find similarities and differences between participants from nuclear households, households co-residing with their parents-in-law, and households co-residing with their own parents. As a result of this process, residential arrangements were identified as critical in influencing access to resources and social support, well-being, and gender negotiations.
The findings of the evaluation were interpreted using Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of practice of habitus, capital and field; theories of transnational families and hegemonic masculinity. Within Bourdieu's framework, we analyzed how left-behind husbands mobilized economic, social, cultural, and symbolic capital to adapt to changing households. The household was designed to be a site where masculine identities, family authority, and allocation of resources are negotiated. This theory showed us how migration-related changes in the family organization created new masculine practices without entirely displacing existing practices of patriarchy.
Research rigor was achieved by triangulating the data, spending a longer time in the field, and checking back with a select group of participants. The data received from left-behind husbands and other relevant informants to validate the interpretations. The study observes ethical considerations at all times (Ethics Committee in Human Research, Khon Kaen University, Record No. 4.3.01: 36/2025, Project No. HE683486). The objectives of the research and the voluntary participation, confidentiality of their identity, and the right to withdraw from the study at any point were informed to the participants. To ensure the confidentiality and anonymity of individuals, initials were used in the report.
Result and Discussion
Characteristics of Living Arrangements in Migrant Households
According to this section, living arrangements affect the daily engagement, emotional adjustment, housework, and capital-accumulation strategies of left-behind husbands (LBHs). Results show that migrant households are organized in three major ways: as nuclear families, co-residence with parents-in-law, and co-residence with own parents. Of the 31 left-behind husbands interviewed, 21 lived in nuclear-family households, 7 lived with parents-in-law, and 3 lived with their own parents (Table 1). Due to these arrangements, not only household work, but also the accumulation and conversion of economic, social, and cultural capital during the migration period happen in different ways.
Most left-behind husbands in NTB Province lived in nuclear-family households. This suggests that husbands became the primary actors managing household affairs after wives migrated overseas. Husbands had to take on women’s intuitive work like taking care of the child, cooking, cleaning and monitoring the education of the children in the absence of their wives or extended family members on a daily basis. The gender division of labor in migrant households has undergone a significant change in this case.
The findings showed that, as a result of their mother’s absence, the children from the nuclear families became less dependent. For the purposes of domestic adjustments, both fathers and children had to share household chores. Left-behind husbands explained:
Changes have taken place, yes. My kids have learned to be independent. Earlier, their mother washed their clothes, but now my children can wash their own. I also have to remind them about school and daily activities, as there is no mother at home. It was hard for everyone at the beginning, but they learned to adapt over the period. (LBH/16, personal communication, February 21, 2026).
Living in a nuclear family arrangement often caused emotional problems despite this adaptation. Husbands often reported experiencing negative feelings, including loneliness, sadness, and psychological stress, while their wives were abroad. According to another left-behind husband:
My wife left me to go abroad; I feel sad. I look after the children and the house by myself each day. I sometimes feel lonely, especially at night when they are all asleep. Having her here with me is not the same as speaking to her on the phone. I hope she can return soon after achieving our financial goals. (LBH/31, personal communication, May 2, 2026).
Nuclear-family households relied mainly on remittances sent by migrant wives for capital accumulation. Most of these remittances were converted into economic capital, such as housing construction, land acquisition, motorcycle purchases, children's education, and small business investments. The findings show that economic capital is a prerequisite for obtaining other capital because it can at least ultimately convert into other capital. It supports Bourdieu’s claim that economic capital is converted into cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1989). When remittances came into play, left-behind husbands were able to improve their material conditions while also investing in their children's education. 
Additionally, as described by Lam & Yeoh (2018), the husbands’ role change is in tandem with women taking on the role of principal breadwinner and men becoming caregivers, a reversal of gender roles through female labor migration. The nuclear family arrangement thus represents a site of economic accumulation as well as a social field in which new forms of masculinity and domestic practice are negotiated.
The second most common arrangement had left-behind husbands living with in-laws. This pattern shows a household strategy for coping with the migrant wives' absence as a collective response. The help of parents, such as mothers-in-law, with child care, housework, and emotional support reduced the husband's workload. The physical separation induced by migration did not strain households because parents-in-law were present. Often, domestic tasks were shared among the household members, which removed the burden from the husband to do all the caregiving alone. A left-behind husband explains:
We have good relations. Our family is incomplete because my wife has moved abroad, but we are not bereft of backing. My in-laws assist with the kids and chores on a daily basis. They can care for the kids if I have to work outside. Many family decisions are made jointly, so I don’t feel entirely alone. (LBH/28, personal communication, April 18, 2026).
My in-laws also assist us when there is a family need. We can share household expenses since we live together and manage them together. My wife is away, which makes life much easier. We can save more of the remittances for future plans. However, I cannot make decisions independently. (LBH/21, personal communication, February 26, 2026). 
From the perspective of capital accumulation, living with the parents-in-law enabled migrant households to reduce living costs through resource sharing and collective labor. However, more remittances may be managed by parents-in-law for meeting daily survival needs rather than for investments, children’s education and housing improvement.
The findings align with Coleman’s (1988) conception of social capital, in which family relations and strong networks provide resources that enable households to act together in times of adversity. The aid provided by parents-in-law is also a form of social capital that strengthens the household's capacity to employ economic capital. Bourdieu’s theory, therefore, suggests that these networks of kinship represent social capital that can be used to enhance economic outcomes and maintain household viability.
In contrast, lesser left-behind husbands lived with their own parents during their wives’ migration. Less common as fewer households require intergenerational support in the offices of migrants. Often, parents would assist with childcare, emotional support, or practical help with household management, which made it easier for husbands to adjust to their wives’ absence. Results show that parental support acts as a safety net in times of need, thereby reducing fear. Left-behind husbands have stated:
If things are tough, I can ask my parents for money. They assist me in the event of unforeseen expenses or late remittances. They also help care for the young ones when I have to work. Without them, it would be a lot harder to manage everything by myself. According to them, their support makes me sure that the family can still work (LBH/26, personal communication, April 15, 2026).
So long as the children reside with the parents, help and treatment remain the same. We split meals, bills, and chores equally. My parents take care of their children as if they were their own responsibility, too. As a result, I am present on social media, a website that promotes and connects remote work. It reduces many worries in everyday life. (LBH/1, personal communication, January 10, 2026).
When migrant households lived with their own parents, they were able to turn away remittances and combine them with on-use remittances for family-based resource sharing. This allowed them to reduce their economic vulnerability. Thus, remittances could be used more effectively for land purchases, housing repairs, debt payments, and self-contained microbusinesses.
Adopting a capacious theoretical standpoint, this arrangement draws on Bourdieu’s concept of social capital, whereby kinship relations provide access to resources that bolster economic accumulation. When the family possesses financial capital, an asset with these features allows it to convert it into valuable capital. Furthermore, Bourdieu's theory of practice posits that household practices arise from the family's social field and available capital. Parental support enhances left-behind husbands' ability to use remittances and maintain household finances after the departure of migrant wives. 
These results provide strong support for Bourdieu's (1990) theory of capital accumulation and conversion. Remittances are economic capital, but they critically depend on the social capital provided by families and kin in order to be effective. Households with stronger support systems are better positioned to translate economic resources into productive assets, educational opportunities, and longer-term household security. Also, the results affirm Coleman’s (2010) confidence that the relations within a family make for a benefit that allows for group action and resilience of the household. For this reason, living arrangements seen as residential patterns are not merely that; they are also social structures. These structures alter how left-behind husbands adapt to migration, renegotiate gender roles, and accumulate different forms of capital. All these take place within a transnational household.
Table 1. Characteristics of left-behind husbands based on the characteristics of living arrangements
	Living Arrangement
	Number of LBH
	LBH Characteristics
	Household Practices

	Nuclear Family
	21
	This arrangement reflects a shift in domestic gender roles, where husbands gradually take over caregiving and household duties previously performed by wives.
	These remittances are converted into economic capital such as housing construction, land purchases, children’s education, daily household consumption, and small businesses (long-term investments)

	Parents-in-laws
	7
	LBHs living with parents-in-law demonstrate a collective family survival strategy, where extended family members help substitute the absence of migrant wives. Parents-in-law often assist with childcare, emotional support, and domestic labor.
	Capital accumulation occurs not only through wives’ remittances but also through shared household resources and collective labor within extended families.

	Own Parents
	3
	LBHs who live with their parents indicate dependence on intergenerational family support after wives migrate abroad. Parents often assist in childcare and domestic responsibilities, helping husbands adapt to the absence of wives.
	LBHs accumulate capital through migrant remittances combined with family-based resource sharing.

	Total
	31
	-
	-


Source: Author construction
Left-Behind Husbands’ Performing Domestic Work in Nuclear Family
Results suggest that the migration of wives abroad has considerably changed the daily domestic chores of left-behind husbands in NTB Province. In the period leading up to the migration, household tasks were generally organized along conventional gender lines, with wives preparing meals, cleaning, caring for children, and managing the household, while husbands focused on work at the economic source and decision-making. Nonetheless, the wives’ absence due to international migration forced the husbands to take on domestic duties previously labeled feminine. The level of husbands’ involvement varied according to family structure, children's ages, and the availability of assistance from relatives. Some husbands took care of household chores on their own, while others worked with their daughters or other family members.
Husbands were the main actors responsible for childcare and domestic tasks in totally domestic households. Nuclear families without support from parents or parents-in-law faced this problem frequently. Wives' migration was associated with economic vulnerability and limited employment opportunities in the village. These processes compelled households to reorganize domestic labor to maintain family functioning.  As explained by a left-behind husband:
I am still a farmer, but I am farming someone else’s land. I don't own any personal property. I work on another man’s land with no gain, but merely getting worse. However, even while my wife is abroad for work, nothing undergoes any change. (LBH/5, personal communication, January 9, 2026).
Another left-behind husband said his wife's migration changed how they divide work in the house:
My wife currently works in Hong Kong.  Before a career in cleaning. Now, I perform every household task. There is a change in the family's roles when she works in Hong Kong. (LBH/8, personal communication, 13 January 2026).
Likewise, other left-behind husbands claimed direct involvement in domestic tasks daily:
Since my wife’s migration, I have been cleaning the house and taking care of the children. I clean the house and prepare meals for the children every day. I help them with activities daily. Those tasks were previously done by my wife. Over time, I learned to manage the household and children on my own. (LBH/14, personal communication, February 17, 2026).
Ever since my wife left to work abroad, I have managed the household, cooked, washed clothes, taken care of the children, and organized everything myself. (LBH/15, personal communication, February 18, 2026).
I clean the house, make the meals, and take care of the children every day. My wife works overseas, so I have taken on the bulk of the housework and household responsibilities within the family. As the head of the family, I am responsible for managing all the affairs to ensure that the family life goes well. (LBH/7, personal communication, February 21, 2026).
According to these stories, husbands have become active agents in the reproductive sphere, no longer merely symbolic heads of household. By cooking, cleaning, and caring for children, they have adjusted to the absence of their wives in practical ways. The finding corroborates Hochschild & Machung (2012) argument that household work is not biologically organized but rather socially constructed and hence can be redistributed when families change. The movement of wives, therefore, makes domestic responsibilities more flexible and less strictly tied to traditional gender parameters.
The research findings also indicated that husbands and daughters often helped out at home. In many migrant families, daughters took on some of the mother’s caretaking work while their husbands coordinated and took part in household work. The left-behind husbands said:
Before my wife worked in Malaysia, she did all the housework in our house. Once she left, I had to start managing housework with my daughters as no one else was there to do it. Currently, my daughters help with cooking and washing clothes while I clean the house and handle other daily household chores. (LBH/3, personal communication, January 07, 2026).
It is not easy for me to sit back and enjoy the period or life during an economic crisis. First, I must take care of the children, maintain the home, and look for income. Each day, I must divide my time between an obligation at home and earning money to sustain the family. As a husband, I manage and organize the family finances and make sure that the day-to-day needs and expenses of the children, as well as the costs of running the family home, are duly paid. (LBH/17, personal communication, January 07, 2026).
This pattern suggests that the redistribution of domestic work does not erase gendered expectations. Instead, other women in the family, usually daughters, get the household responsibilities. As husbands become involved in domestic work, the feminization of care work is still apparent within migrant families. Parreñas (2005) notion of the “care deficit” enables the fulfilment of caregiving gaps through industry-related migration of mothers. The notion further adds to the degree to which daughters and other female relatives take the brunt of the burden due to the positioning of power and access to resources.
In addition, the findings indicate that husbands’ involvement in domestic work signifies a larger transition of gender roles in transnational families. Connell (2005) and Connell and Messerschmidt (2005) believe that gender relations are socially constructed and constantly being renegotiated in everyday practice. In NTB Province, husbands’ participation in childcare and household labor shows that masculinity is not an unchanging essence but variable, constructed via economic realities and negotiating family. Instead of giving up their roles as husbands and heads of the household, men incorporated caregiving duties into their existing roles. A left-behind husband stated:
Previously, my wife stayed at home. She cooked and took care of the kids. Today, I work in the rice fields and raise cattle, and take care of the household myself. I have to work every day to earn a living, and I have to do the household jobs that my wife used to do. It was difficult at first, but I learned how to take care of the kids, cook, manage, and run the house while she works overseas. (LBH/13, personal communication, February 19, 2026).
The transformation can also be understood theoretically through the concepts of habitus and practice in Bourdieu's work. According to Bourdieu (1996), individuals alter their practices in response to changes in the field. The movement of wives changed the household field by removing the primary person responsible for the home, particularly domestic work. It constrained husbands to modify their daily practices to maintain family reproduction. Consequently, domestic work was a strategic response to structural conditions, not a rejection of patriarchal values. Because the household had to survive, husbands did domestic work, but this need not mean the total disappearance of gender ideology.
The findings suggest that wives’ migration has profoundly transformed the domestic spheres of left-behind husbands. Men are increasingly seen doing cooking, cleaning, caring, and managing tasks either alone or with their daughters and other family members. Research indicates that international migration can lead to an increased flexibility in the gender division of labor. Despite this, the ongoing dependence on daughters and female relatives for care means that domestic work is still somehow embedded in the gender regime. As a result, modified and ongoing gendered relationships occur in households with left-behind husbands.
Hegemonic Masculinity Living With Parent-in-Law
Left-behind husbands’ experiences of living with their in-laws show a tension between the practical adaptation of the household and the persistence of hegemonic masculinity in migrant-sending communities. Living with in-laws can help a couple share the burdens of child care and domestic work. It can also assist in accessing emotional support. However, it also runs counter to the ideal of masculinity as a man as the head of the household, the economic provider, and the key decision-maker. In NTB Province, residing in the wife's parents' house places husbands in a "middle position" socially since they remain responsible for family leadership and, at the same time, share day-to-day authority with their parents-in-law. This arrangement may diminish the symbolic value historically associated with male autonomy and control of the household.
Findings from the thematic analysis indicate that in-laws play a vital role in supporting migrant livelihoods. Having in-laws means that childcare, housework, and family decisions are handled collectively rather than left to the husband alone. The left-behind husbands explained:
Our relationships are great. My family may not be complete because my wife has migrated, but that does not mean we lack support. My parents-in-law assist with the children and household activities daily. If I have to work outdoors, they can take care of the kids. We discuss a lot of decisions as a family, so I do not feel completely alone (LBH/20, personal communication, April 18, 2026).
The ties among residents remain strong, and mutual assistance continues. My in-laws assist us with our various family needs. As we are living together, we can share and manage household expenses. It makes life easier with my wife out-of-town. We can reserve a larger portion of remittances for future plans (LBH/16, personal communication, February 26, 2026).
Through these narratives, we see that co-residence with parents-in-law reflects a shared survival strategy that strengthens household resilience amid female migration. This arrangement enables husbands to continue their professional engagements while receiving assistance with caregiving and housework. These kinship relationships are important from a social capital perspective as they provide access to resources, trust, and reciprocal support that helps reduce household vulnerability. Coleman (2010) asserts that family networks represent a form of social capital that facilitates collective action and strengthens the household's capacity to achieve shared goals. The assistance that parents-in-law provide consequently becomes an important resource that migrant households can utilize for children’s education, home improvements and productive investments instead of daily necessities through remittances.
Despite these practical advantages, living with parents-in-law also presents symbolic difficulties for husbands from the vantage point of hegemonic masculinity. R. Connell & Pearse (2015) argued that various forms of masculinity are constructed in relation to one another. Hegemonic masculinity is the one that is constructed through men’s dominant positions in economic, social and political spheres as a father (family) and person of authority (society). When wives are the main breadwinners who migrate overseas, and husbands depend on support from their wives’ families, the traditional bases of masculine authority become destabilized. The economic nature of masculinity is no longer automatically legitimated, thereby creating a process of masculine renegotiation within transnational families (Hoang & Yeoh, 2011).
The community's existing norms further sustain this symbolic tension, in which men are already defined as breadwinners. Opinions of several community members reveal the persistence of patriarchy. The left-behind husbands said:
In fact, I feel uncomfortable living with my in-laws because they decide almost everything for me based on their preferences. I feel that I have little freedom to decide matters concerning my family and day-to-day life. I have no choice but to stay with them, since there is no one else available to look after my children when I go to work (LBH/26, personal communication, May 2, 2026).
Staying with my in-laws has subjected me to the social stigma from the village folk. The community often gossips about me and thinks poorly of me because I live in my wife’s parental home. They see me as a careless spouse and poor husband who has not done the duties expected of men as head of the household (LBH/21, personal communication, February 17, 2026).
Such statements suggest that husbands living within their wives’ kin are seen to be not fulfilling cultural masculinity obligations. The social critique is not aimed at their caregiving contributions, but at the possible unraveling of their provider role. Because of this, the presence of in-laws at home may result in a slight dilution of symbolic capital. In any case, the legitimacy of masculine stature is strongly tied to economic independence and authority over the home. The present finding affirms Bourdieu’s perspective that symbolic capital is prestige and legitimacy recognized socially. In patriarchal circumstances, men’s power does not come solely from their real contributions to economic life, but rather from the collective recognition of men as heads of household. Economic power associated with migration shifting to women and support systems shifting to the wife’s family make masculine symbolism increasingly contested.
Moreover, Indonesian culture still reflects the patriarchal assumptions that existed earlier. Community leaders pointed out that, ideally, income is given to women rather than provided by them, and men must support the household. These attitudes generate a normative framework through which husbands residing with their parents-in-law may experience a degree of symbolic discomfort despite the overall success of joint household arrangements.
Yet the findings suggest that these husbands do not simply lose their masculine identity. Instead, they actively reconstruct masculinity through care and management of family responsibility. Instead of exercising authority through economic power, they are said to consolidate their authority through daily involvement in childcare, household organization, and cooperation with extended families. As Lam and Yeoh (2018) suggest, new spaces are created through transnational migration for negotiating gender subjectivities. Masculine identities are redefined according to shifting household realities, rather than fixed patriarchal ideals. Hence, masculinity becomes more relational and adaptable; it is based not just on provision, but on care and cooperation and family.
Overall, living with parents-in-law is a dual process. On the one hand, it is an important social capital that generates household resilience and helps accumulate economic capital. On the other hand, it challenges hegemonic masculinity by diminishing men’s absolute control over domestic power and exposing them to social judgment concerning their role as providers. The experiences of left-behind husbands show that female migration does not displace patriarchy but produces a field where masculine identities are performed that is in constant negotiation between traditional demands and real family practices.
Negotiating Masculinity in the Domestic Role Exchange with Own Parents
The phenomenon of wives migrating overseas has changed family life in migrant-sending communities, especially among husbands who remain in the village and live with their parents. In these households, not only the gender division of labor but also the symbolic foundations of masculinity undergo a change due to the absence of wives. Men in rural Indonesian society are traditionally deemed legitimate through their status as heads of household, economic providers, and decision-makers. Nonetheless, as wives turn into migrant breadwinners and husbands engage in more domestic work, masculinity becomes negotiable and reinterpretative. Cohabiting with their own parents, left-behind husbands secure practical support but are also placed within an atmosphere where masculine identities are repeatedly reshaped by family members and evolving expectations within the household.
The results show that living with parents is an important means of enabling husbands to adjust to the absence of migrant wives. Parents frequently help care for kids, prepare meals, provide emotional support, and manage the household, which eases the burden on the left-behind husband. According to the left-behind husbands:
My parents can give me money if things are tough. In case of unforeseen expenses or delayed remittances, they helped me out. The adults also help look after the young when I have to work. They make things much easier, and I wouldn’t be able to cope without them. Due to their support, the family can run smoothly. (LBH/23, personal communication, April 15, 2026).
Everything is shared as long as we live together. I share food, household bills, and chores. My parents treat my kids like their own and care for them deeply. I feel less anxious and better able to focus on work and other commitments because of this. (LBH/13, personal communication, February 13., 2026).
The stories indicate that parental support is a social capital that helps migrant families stay stable while they are separated transnationally. Instead of taking on responsibilities solely at home, husbands depend on their family members for daily life.
Living with parents creates special conditions for the negotiation of masculinity and develops men differently. Though parents provide help, it alleviates the burden of domestic work, husbands are still expected to take the lead. As a wonder, masculinity is increasingly redefined not only as an economic provider but also as a responsible caregiver and family manager. A left-behind husband stated:
I should manage the household as the wife migrates. When my mother is around, she assists with the children and housework. Even so, someone still expects me to take charge of the household and keep everything running well. (LBH/15, personal communication, January 16, 2026).
This finding indicates that caregiving activities are not regarded as degrading masculinity in light of their taking place around family duty. Rather, it gets subsumed into a larger conception of fatherhood and head of household. In essence, masculinity is reconstructed, not discarded.
These practices are the intersection of habitus, capital, and the field (Bourdieu, 1990). Wives’ migration changes the nature of domesticity by removing a primary caregiver and creating new uses for households (Joy et al., 2020; Kim, 2018). Husbands left behind are adjusting their practices and drawing on the social capital of family relations. When they receive support from their parents, husbands are able to carry out household reproduction, manage remittances more effectively, and fulfill socially expected masculine responsibilities. Thus, it is through practical adaptation that masculinity gets negotiated, rather than through opposition to patriarchy.
The results also imply that parental support helps accumulate and convert economic capital. Women who are migrants send remittances to their wives. These remittances can be used for long-term investments such as house repairs, land purchases, debt repayment, and small business setups, while household items are shared from family resources on a daily basis. Through this process, parents’ social capital reinforces the efficient use of economic capital. According to Bourdieu (1989), people with different forms of capital have a lot of resources that can impact social change. In order to make remittances more material while maintaining family stability, parental support in migrant families enhances family capacities. 
In general, living with parents builds an arena for the negotiation of masculinity in transnational households. Left-behind husbands do not entirely lose masculine authority but reconstruct masculine legitimacy through responsible fathering, household management, and cooperation with family members. The aid received from parents not only serves as support for fathers but also functions as social capital to help them overcome the challenges associated with mothers’ migration. These families develop what might be called a dynamic masculinity, generated not only by intergenerational support but also by changing gender roles and the acquisition of economic and social capital advantages within the family.
Conclusion
Research shows that family living arrangements in migrant-sending countries influence how left-behind husbands negotiate masculinity. Of particular interest is whether family structure mediates their agency over masculinity and control over women. The researchers conclude that wives’ international migration results in a redistribution of domestic tasks and a restructuring of the accumulation and conversion of economic, social, and symbolic capital in the household. Families provide support to smaller family groups that are recent formations and in first-generation transfers to urban centers. The husband’s involvement in child and household care is greater when he lives alone with his wife and children in urban centers. This non-resident paternal support enables the household economy to survive and capital to grow to greater amounts. Despite their growing involvement in caregiving and domestic work, left-behind husbands continue to act within a patriarchal social setting that links masculine legitimacy to economic provision and authority. Thus, masculinity is a process and a negotiated social practice rather than a fixed identity, continuously reconstructed through everyday interactions, caregiving practices, and changing power relations in transnational households.
This study has some limitations. The results obtained from the current study, which was conducted in the migrant-sending community of NTB Province, Indonesia, cannot be generalized beyond this area with different cultures, economies, and migration contexts. Moreover, although the study largely involves left-behind husbands, there is no systematic inclusion of migrant wives, which could have enhanced understanding of cross-border gender and power negotiation. The findings advance the transnational family scholarship by making theoretical, practical, and policy contributions through Bourdieusian habitus, capital, and field. According to them, family-support programs and inclusion care policies designed to recognize left-behind husbands as caregivers are essential to promote the household’s resilience and gender equity in migration communities.
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