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Abstract 

This paper focuses on a website which allows Senegalese migrants to purchase 
at a distance provisions they want delivered in Senegal, in order to overcome 
the problem of control over remittances’ use. It shows how new economic 
practices may carry new social meanings, in this case a shift in the conception 
of obligations and roles within the family. Whether it is their exposure to di-
verse ways of living that leads migrants to rethink their family relations, or 
whether migration just accelerates the consolidation of ideas that already exist 
in the home country, has yet to be determined. 
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Introduction 

A vast scholarship has underlined the importance of remittances in shaping 
new social and economic landscapes in the countries of out-going migration. 
In particular, the connection between remittances and development has been 
extensively analysed, with authors debating on whether or not remittances 
foster development in the receiving countries (Durand, et al. 1996, Taylor 
1999, Nyberg Sørensen 2005, De Haas 2010). Some works underscore that 
remittances have an important role also on the social level, since money trans-
fers are tokens of the migrant’s will to be part of networks of kinship and ex-
change (Carling 2008, Åkesson 2011). Much less has been said, though, about 
the social content of what migrants remit to their families and to their com-
munities of origin.  

Social remittances, as Levitt says, are “the ideas, behaviours, identities and 
social capital that flow from receiving- to sending-country communities” 
(Levitt 1998: 927). They are transmitted when migrants return, temporarily or 
permanently, to their home country and when non-migrants visit their family 
abroad, but also through means of communication such as phone calls, letters, 
the Internet. Social remittances stimulate change in different spheres, from 
local status hierarchies to gender relations, from consumer habits to family 
relations and political life (Vertovec 2004, Levitt and Lamba-Nieves 2011). 
Through this lens migration appears not only as a result of social transfor-
mation going on in outward migration countries, but as a factor of social 
change in itself, which spreads over the societies it involves (Castles and 
Miller 2009).  
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Social remittances derive from migrants’ interaction with the host society 
and correspond to different forms of combining previous practices, ideas and 
knowledge (Levitt 1998: 931). They are thus a local-level form of cultural dif-
fusion, generated by migration. From an anthropological point of view two 
major remarks can be made about the use of this concept, encouraging au-
thors to further refine it.  

The first concerns the use of the notion of culture, which is not explicitly 
defined, but in certain texts seems to be considered as a stable set of elements 
typical of a specific geographic setting or population (Levitt, 1998: 930). Cul-
ture is the object of a passionate debate in anthropology, which is too com-
plex to discuss here. Suffice it to remember that it urges us to consider cul-
tures as evolving nebula more than as once-and-for-all established sets of con-
stituents, as living ensembles of different elements that can be used and per-
formed contextually (Barth 1969, Augé 1994), undergoing transformation in a 
continuous process of “metissage” (Amselle 1990).  

The second concerns the tendency to focalize mostly on transfers of 
Western ideas and practices to countries of out-going migration. My intention 
here is not to point to the need to discuss whether host societies offer mi-
grants positive or negative role models to embrace (Levitt 1998), or to 
acknowledge that social remittances travel both ways or circulate (Levitt and 
Lamba-Nieves 2011), but to stress the risk implicitly contained in considering 
that social and economic development would be brought about by the ab-
sorption of “positive” Western ideas and practices. This ethnocentric view, 
aiming at imposing the Western idea of development, vaguely echoes a colo-
nialist ideology. It is nowadays adopted by neoliberal globalization theories 
arguing that Western models of privatization and entrepreneurship are fun-
damental for development and should be introduced in Southern countries -
yet the evidence suggests that they have led to greater inequality (Castles and 
Miller 2009). 

After outlining some of its limits, I shall employ the notion of social remit-
tances as a heuristic tool to study flows of social transformation. In this paper 
I shall contribute to the debate on social remittances by analysing a case of 
collective reorganization of economic remittances that suggests how new eco-
nomic practices may also carry new social meanings. This reorganization was 
initiated by Senegalese migrants wishing to overcome the problem of control 
over the use of remittances they send, and was achieved by establishing a 
website offering them the opportunity to purchase at a distance provisions 
they want delivered in Senegal. The analysis is based on material I gathered in 
Dakar in 2009 during an anthropological inquiry into Senegalese returnees’ 
entrepreneurial activities. In the field I carried out semi-structured, open-
ended interviews and participant observation with the website’s staff and us-
ers. Most of the time was spent following the local team’s daily activities in 
the office, in the warehouse and on delivery runs to migrants’ households in 
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Dakar. As we will see, the case I shall present is a “niche” experience, touch-
ing a relatively small number of migrants and family members;1 nonetheless it 
deserves analysis, as it shows social transformations that are taking place un-
der the impulse of migration. 

 

Senegalese migration and the central role of the migrant-left behind 
nexus 

Migration has been a fact of life in Senegal since the end of the Second World 
War. Initially flows were directed to France, the former colonial power, 
whereas today Italy, Spain and the United States are the most sought-after 
destinations (Diop 2008). In Senegal, as in other geographical contexts, emi-
gration is rarely an individual adventure. Rather, it is the result of a household 
project that often involves the entire extended family as a source of material, 
logistic and emotional support for the individual who leaves (Riccio 2002). In 
return, migrants are assumed to share their revenues with the original family, 
through monthly remittances and other occasional funding for special ex-
penses, such as healthcare, schooling or family celebrations. If a migrant 
wants to keep his place in his group of origin, his moral duty is to fulfil this 
expectation. As an elderly headman explains “children are like a credit to us. If 
they go to France, it is to repay what they owe… Those who go are not doing 
the right thing if they do not think of their father, their family, the village” 
(Quiminal 1998: 286).  

Yet in explaining why they emigrated, in addition to the main reason—
which has to do with severe economic difficulties and the need to find a 
source of family income abroad—some Senegalese migrants also refer to their 
desire to follow a personal path based on individual projects, getting away 
from families that they often perceive as “financial predators” (Dieng 2008). 
Judging from my fieldwork, even migrants who take a distance from families, 
however, rarely severe their ties with them (Blanchard 2007). They remain 
bound to the obligation to support the families that stayed behind, so as to 
reaffirm their social affiliation but also to show their success in migration. The 
principle of reciprocity governs the remittance process: in West-African fami-
lies, what has been given must be returned (Meillassoux 1975). When children 
become adults, in other words, they are strongly expected to indefinitely repay 
the feeding, care and education they received, following the bonding logic of 
an “infinite debt” (Marie 1997). This obligation is enforcing for migrants, but 
also for the family members who stay behind. Moreover, sending remittances 
can also be a form of social insurance (Timera 1996, Bryceson and Vuorela 
2002), as it enables migrants to maintain a network of clients who are also 
potential debtors to whom they can turn to seek support in case of difficulty.  

As in other contexts, Senegalese migrants’ families use remittances mostly 
as income: they spend them on food, clothing, housing, education and health 

                                                 
1 The number of users of the site ranged between 50 and 150 at the time of my research. 
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services, while little money is left for “productive” investments that could 
bring them economic independence (Goldring 2004). In a highly unfavourable 
context like that of contemporary Senegal, emigration money is a structural 
necessity for many families, who depend on it for their survival (Gubert 
2008). But remittances are often used also for purposes that go beyond what 
migrants may have wanted.  

 

Migrants’ strategies to assume control over the use of remittances: the 
spread of e-commerce 

The problem of migrants’ lack of control over the way remittances are used is 
well documented in the literature (Ashraf, et al. 2011), as is that of productive 
inefficiencies in intra-households allocation (Duflo 2003). The migrants I in-
terviewed, both in Dakar and in previous research in Southern France, felt 
that the demands of families were often pressing, forcing them to send a sig-
nificant portion of their resources without being able to invest them in the 
personal projects they would like to carry out (Blanchard 2011). They per-
ceived also that families demanded much more than would have been neces-
sary to meet day-to-day needs and complained about the conspicuous spend-
ing dynamics that develop around remittances. The migration project has a 
fundamental role in determining migrants’ plans regarding the allocation of 
their resources. When migration is considered as definitive or as a long-term 
project, and especially when family reunification abroad is achieved, migrants 
tend to reorient their expenses toward the immigration country (Poiret 1996, 
Streiff-Fenart 2004). As a consequence, the original families’ repeated de-
mands for help are felt as even more constraining.  

Senegalese migrants have put different strategies in place to cope with the 
problem of controlling the use of remittances. These range from individual 
actions aiming at reducing the amount of remittances or the spread of benefi-
ciaries—at the price of creating conflicts that are resolved piecemeal—to en-
trepreneurial projects involving family members who stayed behind, even if, 
from what I could observe in the field, the funds that had been sent in order 
to meet business needs rapidly disappeared in family circuits. The literature 
reports also the spread of joint responses by which groups of migrants invest 
part of their income in the development of the community of origin through 
collective remittances, so as to unravel the dependency relationship that binds 
it to migration (Daum 1996, Quiminal 1998, Dia 2008).  

A highly original example of collective response that aims, through the 
modification of individual practices, at containing the dependence dynamics 
that arise around monthly remittances is the case of Senboutique.com, a web-
site that offers mail-order purchase of groceries, appliances and building ma-
terials to be delivered in Senegal.  

This site, the first of its kind serving Senegal, was born in 2006 in response 
to a demand expressed by Senegalese women entrepreneurs (mostly hair-
dressers) who had been living in the United States for more than a decade and 
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who wished to contrast original families’ unlimited demands and to cut out an 
area of personal financial autonomy. The fact that women are behind this idea 
is certainly not trivial. Women are more numerous and highly dynamic in con-
temporary international mobility (Castles and Miller 2009).As the literature 
underlines, they often send more remittances than men, even if on average 
they earn less (Tacoli 1999, Salazar Parreñas 2001). This is because of their 
gendered role in the family and because of specific cultural values (Boyd 
1989). Senegalese women integrate, through socialization, strong injunctions 
to conform to a specific gendered role – that of obedient daughters, sisters 
and wives exclusively devoted to family life (Diop 1985). Even if they rework 
this role or adhere to it only partially, supporting the original family through 
migration, especially when it comes to elderly women, remains essential to the 
definition of their social identity. Moreover, women are more skilled than men 
at calculating the relation between the money they send and the domestic 
spending it is supposed to cover—a sum which Senboutique.com’s founders 
saw constantly exceeded. These migrant women appealed then to a Senegalese 
computer engineer who had settled in Washington to develop a website for 
the long-distance sale of provisions.  

Here is how one of the founding partners, who returned to Senegal after 
10 years in France, traces the genesis of Senboutique.com: 

The Senegalese who are abroad send money to help the families they have left. But you 
know how Senegalese homes are, you send 100,000 francs (CFA), they immediately go 
and buy things they need for 40,000 francs, and the remaining 60,000 goes into ton-
tines,2 parties, and things like that. By the 15th the money is finished, there is nothing 
left and then they call you again.  

 

Senboutique.com offers everything necessary to provision a family. The 
purchase of provisions is organized in baskets, or in units. The baskets have 
been carefully designed to meet families’ needs and to correspond as closely 
as possible to the grocery-shopping practices of local people, offering first-
choice products available on the local market. 

The basic product is the Sakanal Basket,3 designed for small, medium and 
large families.4 The products offered are the same in each format, but the 
amount varies depending on family size, being quantified to meet a family’s 
needs for a month. The buyer has the option of adding products he selects 
personally, or of including a gift of cash. The small-family Sakanal Basket is 
priced at USD 1305 and includes a bag of rice, a case of peanut oil, a case of 
sugar, a large jar of tomato concentrate, four packets of powdered milk and a 

                                                 
2 Tontines are a sort of informal lottery, in which mainly women participate. 
3 Sakanal means “saving,” “not wasting” in Wolof.  
4 A small family is intended as being composed of 5–6 persons. 
5 According to the website www.senboutique.com (accessed on 29/03/2012). Payment for 
purchases is also accepted in euros, Canadian dollars, Swiss francs or British pounds, in order 
to reach as large a public as possible. 
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case of laundry soap. Other baskets are designed for special occasions. Exam-
ples include the “Ramadan Special Basket”––which adds to the “basics” luxu-
ry items such as beef sausage, butter, Gruyere cheese, extra sugar and coffee, 
chocolate and dates––or the “Tabaski Special Basket”6 that includes the op-
portunity to buy a mutton. 

In 2009 Senboutique.com served from fifty to one hundred and fifty cli-
ents per month and the number of clients increased in concomitance with 
special recurrences and festivities. Deliveries were made by employees, who 
travelled by taxi to destinations in Dakar and in Senegal’s biggest cities until 
2010, when a van was bought to lower delivery costs. 

 

Reshaping remittances: social challenges of a new support practice 

During my fieldwork, I observed that while some migrants’ families adapted 
to this new form of remittances, others tried to oppose to it. As one Sen-
boutique.com delivery man reports: 

Senboutique.com causes a big problem here in Dakar. For example, old Mrs. Diagne, 
her son sends her money, after two months he’s been sending her food she starts to attack 
me, complaining that the rice is no good, that the soap is no good. And then of course 
she begins to bother her son. And it's the same thing she would buy in the store! Her 
son stops for two months; the third month he sends us another order. When we take it 
around we find the lady’s daughter, and she asks: “why has it been two months that you 
haven’t brought any provisions? These two months we’ve had so many problems, we’d 
gone through everything by the 15th.” When I had Mrs. Diagne’s son on the phone 
from the U.S., he understood his mother’s strategy and said, “don’t pay any attention to 
what my mom says, just deliver the stuff and that’s it.” 

 

This story concisely summarizes a number of contentious situations deliv-
ery men have faced. Some families, unwilling to complain directly to their mi-
grants (who they fear might stop supporting them), address their grievances to 
delivery personnel. I think it unlikely that the complaints really concern the 
quality of the commodities they receive, as these are among the highest quali-
ty, most frequently purchased goods one can find on the local market. The 
complaints seem instead to express the disappointment of not being able to 
manage the money from emigration, that some families feel is their due and 
that they can spend in different sectors of the household economy, of which 
covering subsistence requirements is just one.  

This is a misunderstanding that generates tensions between the family 
members who have left and those who have stayed behind. Substituting 
monthly orders for monthly remittances, migrants seem to send a message 
indicating a change in the dynamics of assistance and a reorganization of roles 
and relationships within the family. They redefine the amplitude and the use 

                                                 
6 The Senegalese name for the Feast of Sacrifice. 
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of emigration resources, turning the emphasis away from the repayment of an 
“infinite debt” owed to the family of origin (Marie 1998), toward a moral duty 
of support measured in relation to the real needs of the household. Ultimate-
ly, what migrants seem to say and remit is that the individual who migrates 
cannot be considered an inexhaustible source of income, blindly bound by 
moral obligations.  

 

Conclusions 

Although it must be acknowledged that the findings of my research are de-
termined by the nature of the inquiry I have conducted, based on a case-
specific ethnographic study, two broad conclusions can be drawn.  

First, Senegalese migrants continue to maintain close ties with their origi-
nal families, both emotionally and through remittances. The moderate but 
constant growth of Senboutique.com user numbers I observed, however, 
points to a transformation in rooted support practices that corresponds to a 
changed conception of obligations and roles within the family. In this new 
form of remittance it is not only money, or goods, that are sent, but also new 
ideas of family relations. Whether it is their exposure to diverse ways of living, 
and of making a living, that leads migrants to rethink and rework their rela-
tionships with their original families, or whether migration just accelerates the 
consolidation of ideas and aspirations concerning autonomy that already exist 
in the home country, has yet to be determined.  

Second, the transformation of remittance practices and the logic of sup-
port that underlies them causes conflicts between migrants and the families 
they leave behind. My investigations, like much recent research, show that, 
rather than a compact entity acting rationally and consistently (Stark and 
Bloom 1985), the extended family household is an arena where various mem-
bers interact, different perceptions and aspirations compete, and new practic-
es emerge (Asis, et al. 2004, Toyota, et al. 2007).  

Scholarship shows that the effectiveness of social remittances depends not 
only on the content of such remittances, but also on the social status of the 
senders and receivers and on their position in the life-cycle—in other words, 
on the strength of their respective bargaining positions in the household are-
na. In the case I have presented, left-behind families, being in a difficult mate-
rial situation and often lacking any other form of revenue, come to depend on 
remittances and are obliged to accept the new practice that is imposed on 
them. One wonders, though, if such imposition can be considered a legitimate 
and successful way of transmitting social remittances, or if voluntary adhesion 
is fundamental for social remittances to be accepted and integrated in new 
ways of living. The use of e-commerce in place of economic transfers is too 
recent a phenomenon to allow one to judge the reception of the ideas it car-
ries. Like the balance of power between senders and receivers, it is a matter 
for further research. 
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