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Introduction: An age of migration 

Rashid Amjad* 

1. Introduction 

In many respects, Pakistan has witnessed an ‘age of migration’ over the 
last 70 years, which has transformed the country’s landscape in significant 
ways. This started with overseas migration to the UK in the 1950s, followed 
in the 1960s by migrants – including highly skilled professionals – moving 
to the US and, in smaller numbers, to Canada. The early 1970s saw contract 
workers – mainly semi-skilled and unskilled – beginning to move in 
increasingly large numbers to the Middle East. During the 1990s, a new 
wave of migrants headed to Europe, taking advantage of EU policies 
enabling visa-free movement among member countries. The migration 
wave also moved eastward, mainly to Malaysia and Thailand and in 
smaller numbers to Singapore, Australia and New Zealand. 

By 2017, the diaspora was estimated at 9.1 million – almost 5 percent 
of Pakistan’s total population.1 If we add to this the number of contract 
workers and temporary migrants who have returned home, we find that 
one in ten Pakistani households currently has a family member who has 
settled abroad or worked overseas.2 Remittances through official channels 

                                                                 
* Professor of economics and director, Centre on International Migration, Remittances 
and Diaspora, Lahore School of Economics. 
1 These estimates were presented to the Senate by the Ministry of Overseas Pakistanis 

and Human Resource Development in April 2017 and are based on data from Pakistani 
foreign missions (see Tanoli, 2017). 
2 In 2017, there were an estimated 30 million households in Pakistan. Of its 9.1 million 

diaspora members, almost half were living without their families, mainly in the Gulf and 
Saudi Arabia. The rest comprised, on average, families of three to four persons each. If 

we add to this roughly 5 million return-migrants from the Middle East and assume that, 

on average, there were two persons from a household in Pakistan that had a member 
abroad, we come to a figure of between 3 million and 4 million Pakistani households with 

at least one family member abroad.  
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in 2016/17 were about US$20 billion or almost 7 percent of GDP and 
almost equal to the country’s total exports of goods and services. Indeed, 
Pakistan’s ‘age of migration’ has had an impact on its entire social and 
economic structure and cultural mosaic. It has weakened existing rigid 
class relations, especially in rural areas, as the remittances sent by 
migrants continue to improve the incomes, living conditions and social 
standing of the households and extended families they have left behind. 
Migration has brought wealth and prosperity to those areas with a large 
concentration of households that have members working overseas – 
leading to changes in the socioeconomic structure and encouraging 
upward social mobility.  

The economic flows resulting from migration have had a ripple effect 
on the entire economy. These large inflows of remittances, while spent 
mainly on consumption rather than productive investment, have had a 
multiplier effect, which has stimulated growth in almost all sectors of the 
economy. The resulting creation of jobs and incomes – especially in 
services, construction and housing – significantly helped reduce the 
extremely high poverty levels of the 1980s and post-2001.  

The rise of an emerging middle class in Pakistan in recent years owes 
much to the economic dynamics of overseas migration. The resulting 
continuous transnational interaction between migrants abroad and their 
families in Pakistan has spurred changes in local customs, family 
relationships – including the role and status of women – and social values. 
These changes are captured by the print, broadcast and social media; the 
growing body of internationally acclaimed migrant literature as well as 
tropes in film and television; and trends in fashion and design. More and 
more young people aspire to better employment opportunities abroad. 
Many young (and highly educated) men and women leave to marry 
family members settled overseas. Ageing parents, who have never lived 
abroad, now spend hours on long international flights visiting children 
and grandchildren across the world from Australia to North America.  

But what of the diaspora itself that has helped generate so many 
positive developments in Pakistan? In what ways have their lives 
improved since they left their home country? To what extent have their 
aspirations and those of their children (second- and third-generation 
migrants) been met or, in some cases, led to alienation and frustration? 
How well have they integrated in their new homeland? And how 
strongly do they remain connected to Pakistan? This is a complex and 
challenging story that will continue to unfold over time – as this volume 
shows. On balance, despite the myriad challenges they have had to 
overcome (and continue to face), the overwhelming majority of migrants 
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are certainly economically better off and are peaceful, law-abiding citizens 
who have made significant and varied contributions to their host country.  

This volume tries to capture some of the salient features and 
dynamics of Pakistan’s age of migration over the years. While this is a 
large canvas, each contributor attempts to gauge some of the principal, 
multifaceted challenges and anxieties that Pakistani migrants have faced 
at both ends of their respective migration corridors. In this sense, we hope 
to make a significant contribution to the field: while diaspora studies has 
become an important subject at many academic institutions around the 
world, it is still in its infancy in Pakistan. 

The focus on the diaspora has become even more important in recent 
years as the upsurge against globalization and immigration in the West 
culminated in Brexit and the election of Donald Trump –developments 
that were accentuated by the post-2008 global economic downturn and 
growing job scarcity. In many countries in Europe, there is growing fear 
that greater migration – in the visible form of different customs and dress 
– will necessarily threaten their own cultural ‘identity’. This backlash has 
increased the uncertainty and anxiety of Muslim migrants worldwide 
(which include the overwhelming majority of Pakistan’s diaspora) as far 
as prospects in their host country are concerned. Nonetheless, it is 
important to point out that this situation varies from place to place: as 
Akhtar (Chapter 12) observes, Britain’s Pakistani diaspora is politically 
more embedded now than it ever was.  

In parallel, the Middle East – where more than half the Pakistani 
diaspora is concentrated, albeit as temporary workers, and which 
accounts for almost 60 percent of total remittances to Pakistan – is under 
considerable economic strain. The steep decline in oil prices and regional 
security concerns could have adverse repercussions for Pakistani migrant 
workers. Saudi Arabia has embarked on an ambitious plan to restructure 
its economy, which will increase its demand for skills that Pakistan – 
given its extremely poor human resource indicators – may be hard 
pressed to meet. The decline in oil prices has decreased the demand for 
new workers significantly, as existing development schemes are cut back 
and new projects shelved. While the number of Pakistani workers made 
redundant is small and remittances from Saudi Arabia and the Gulf 
countries declined only slightly in 2016/17, we must not underestimate 
this trend and the effect it could have on Pakistan’s economy. 

Is the age of migration then coming to an end? This is difficult to 
predict, but the uncertainty surrounding future migrant flows to the Gulf 
and Saudi Arabia and increasing restrictions on immigration in many 
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western countries mean that the high points of out-migration in Pakistan 
are unlikely to recur, at least in the foreseeable future. For Pakistan, this 
will mean adjusting to new realities – given its economic dependence on 
remittances – and finding new engines of sustainable and equitable 
growth. For the international diaspora in general, and not just from 
Pakistan, challenging times lie ahead. 

2. New approaches to diaspora studies 

The discussion above should make it clear why diaspora studies has 
gained prominence as an academic subject. Three key developments have 
taken place in this area of study.  

First, the narrow prism through which economists viewed overseas 
migration (in terms of remittance inflows and labor outflows) has 
widened into a more dynamic framework that encompasses the migrant 
experience. This includes the sociopolitical space migrants occupy in their 
home and host countries, the families they leave behind and the 
interaction between the two across boundaries and borders. As Zafar 
(Chapter 2) notes, there has been a discernible “shift from a purely 
economic focus on remittances to a more nuanced understanding of social 
and cultural issues of integration and identity”. This deconstruction of 
remittances into economic, social and political remittances is now 
common in the diaspora literature. 

Second, academics specializing in diaspora studies have realized 
increasingly that diasporas can be delineated by the different corridors 
through which they move. It is just as important to know where and in 
which part of a country migrants have settled as it is to know (given the 
considerable economic and cultural diversity of Pakistan) from which part 
of Pakistan they have come and where their families still live. Only then 
can one fully capture and understand the dynamics of adjustment and 
change that have underlined their lives and shaped their future in their 
host country and that of the families left behind in their home country. 

Third, behavioral dynamics have changed with each successive 
generation of the Pakistani diaspora, notably in the UK. As this volume 
shows, the diaspora has not remained static. Instead, it has managed to 
carve out a political, cultural and social space for itself. Its ties to 
Pakistan have also shifted over time, from being described, for instance 
in the UK, as ‘strong’ among first-generation migrants to ‘deep’ among 
the second generation. Third-generation migrants see themselves 
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‘firmly’ as citizens of their host country, but have retained their 
association with Pakistan in most cases.3 

3. Estimating the size of the Pakistan diaspora  

It is nearly impossible to form accurate estimates of the size of the 
Pakistani diaspora. Official estimates collected by the Bureau of 
Emigration and Overseas Employment record only those migrants who 
have used official channels and these figures relate primarily to contract 
workers in the Middle East. There is no mechanism in place to record the 
number of migrants who have returned from the Middle East either 
permanently or temporarily because their contracts have expired. The data 
collected by Pakistani missions abroad provides better, albeit very rough, 
estimates, which are also used by the Ministry of Overseas Pakistanis and 
Human Resource Development as official estimates of the size of the 
diaspora. According to recent figures based on this source, as mentioned 
earlier, the Pakistani diaspora numbered 9.08 million in early 2017. 

4. Delineating the Pakistani diaspora 

In days not far past, there was no better visual of the major corridors 
that migrants had taken to work or settle abroad than the departure 
lounges of Pakistan’s major airports. Flights bound for Jeddah, Riyadh, 
Dubai, Abu Dhabi and Doha were lined with male passengers, most of 
them in their 20s and 30s, semi-skilled or unskilled manual workers 
wearing a shalwar kameez, returning to work after a brief stint home. 
Among them were also fresh migrants, nervous at the prospect of leaving 
Pakistan for the first time. There was also a handful of western-dressed 
professionals and some relatively well-to-do businessmen with their 
families, who were employed or running businesses in these countries. 

One could also distinguish between those leaving for the UK and 
those bound for the US and Canada. Male passengers tended to be 
dressed in western clothes: those en route to the US appeared more 
professional and economically better off than those going to the UK. Of 
the women accompanying them, most were in Pakistani attire, but those 
bound for the UK appeared to be more traditionally dressed than their 
better-educated, more westernized American counterparts. Almost all of 
them spoke English, but were easily distinguished from one another by 
their pronounced British “cockney” accents or American slang.  

                                                                 
3 See the Change Institute (2009, Section 1.5) on the Pakistani diaspora’s intergeneration 

dynamics. 
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What is interesting is that this visual of growing out-migration to the 
UK, the Gulf and Saudi Arabia, the US and Canada is not true of 
Pakistani migrants to Europe, most of whom did not make their way here 
directly from Pakistan. Indeed, their movement in recent years has been 
through a labyrinth of land and sea routes, hopping from one country to 
the next before reaching Europe, taking advantage of the absence of visa 
checks in the EU, before finally settling down in a country where they felt 
safe, found relatively secure employment and had a better chance of 
regularizing their status of residence. 

The movement of the Pakistani diaspora toward East and Southeast 
Asia has not been studied that well. In recent years, numerous 
professionals as well as skilled workers have found employment mainly 
in Singapore and Malaysia, while many families have moved to Australia 
and, to a smaller extent, to New Zealand. As visa restrictions for students 
wanting to go abroad for higher education (to the US and UK) tighten, 
many are now going to Australia and some choosing to settle there after 
finishing university.  

The visuals above are not merely to show where they are going. If one 
were to map migrants by their area of origin, one would see that they are 
widely, if unevenly, dispersed (Zafar, Chapter 2). The link that emerges, 
however, is between certain areas in Pakistan and the most common 
destination among migrants originally from that area. These “proximity 
networks often determine the direction of migration” (Zafar, Chapter 2). 
Zafar reviews the rich literature that has emerged on the socioeconomic 
and cultural characteristics of the Pakistani diaspora and the considerable 
diversity of migrant experiences in different parts of the world. 
Examining the corridors that connect the diaspora across their home and 
host countries, she looks at the positive as well as negative spillovers of 
this interaction. The growth of “Little Pakistans” reflects how the 
diaspora has preserved and adapted its culture overseas, but the 
uncertainty wrought by 9/11 was enough to compel many migrants to 
transfer part of their assets back to Pakistan. 

4.1 The colonial corridor: Migration to the UK 

If one had footage of departing migrants at airports in Pakistan 
bound for London in the 1950s and 1960s, one would see the first 
generation of migrants to the UK (most of them from Mirpur in Azad 
Kashmir) boarding an aircraft for the first time, struggling to fasten their 
seat belts and conspicuous in the way they spoke, addressed the crew and 
used the plane’s facilities. Most spoke no English and communicating 
with immigration authorities on arrival in London or Manchester was an 
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ordeal for migrants and immigration officers alike (until the UK 
authorities hired Urdu-speaking translators). 

Now, fast forward to the second and third generations of the original 
British-Pakistani diaspora. One is struck by their confidence and the 
familiarity with which they walk into the departure lounge at a Pakistani 
airport and, on arrival in the UK, breeze past the immigration authorities, 
their British passports in hand. Indeed, it is now the smug, educated and 
well-to-do traveler visiting the UK – shown some deference years ago – 
who is more likely to be grilled by the immigration authorities who want 
to know why they are here, who they plan to visit and where and how 
long they are going to stay.  

According to figures reported by the Ministry of Overseas Pakistanis 
and Human Resource Development and based on estimates from the 
Pakistan High Commission in 2017, the UK is home to about 1.7 million 
people of Pakistani origin – in 1951, this figure was only about 5,000. 
Postwar Britain encouraged Commonwealth citizens to migrate to the 
country to meet its labor shortages. Following this, the British 
government helped Pakistan build a major dam in the mid-1960s and 
offered to rehabilitate about 100,000 persons from the town of Mirpur (in 
Azad Jammu and Kashmir), who had been displaced as a result. This 
triggered a chain of migration in successive years to the extent that more 
than half the British-Pakistani diaspora can trace its origin to Mirpur and 
the surrounding areas.  

Most early migrants were low-skilled, semi-educated workers who 
settled in northern England and found industrial employment (many in 
sectors that eventually deindustrialized). From the 1960s onward, the UK 
began to attract highly skilled professionals trained in medicine, science, 
management, engineering and IT, many of whom stayed on as residents. 
Over the years, they have helped meet the needs of the British state-run 
health and other social services, but also played an important role in 
making the British economy more competitive, more efficient and led by 
the services sector. Even today, despite tighter restrictions on 
immigration, a new wave of Pakistani professionals is being issued work 
visas for the UK.  

But if Britain has benefitted from the inflow of Pakistani migrants, 
how well has this diaspora fared in its host country? As Niaz and Nasir 
(2017) show, barring highly skilled professionals, career politicians and 
part of the business community, British-Pakistanis have not done as well 
as their counterparts, especially in economically depressed areas such as 
the north. Relative to the rest of the country and other migrants (including 
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from India), a higher proportion of Pakistani migrants is considered 
‘poor’ (55 percent). This diaspora is also characterized by a lower labor 
participation rate, especially among women, and a far higher 
unemployment rate than the national average.  

The Change Institute (2009) argues that this situation varies 
considerably by region and community. A middle class has emerged as 
young people (including women) aspire to better educational 
qualifications and jobs. At the same time, there remains “an underclass of 
mainly young people who have left school with no qualifications and are 
caught up in drugs and criminality” (p. 8). The ongoing debate revolves 
around whether the Pakistani diaspora should view itself as ‘British 
Muslim’ or ‘British-Pakistani’ – in part, a reaction to events post-9/11 and 
“the perceived increase in Islamophobia in British society and the 
stereotyping of all Muslims as potential terrorists or terrorist 
sympathizers” (p. 10). Issues of identity among this diaspora have been 
analyzed extensively in the literature, but it is important not to draw 
sweeping conclusions. As Werbner (2004) points out in the context of the 
politicization of Islam in the UK, “Pakistanis in Britain have remained, on 
the whole, peaceful and pragmatic” (p. 483).4 

4.2 The North American corridor 

4.2.1 The US 

By contrast, the Pakistani-American diaspora (an estimated 900,000 
in 2017) is prosperous and well educated, with almost a third working in 
professional and managerial capacities. As Kugelman (Chapter 3) shows, 
the diaspora’s median income (US$60,000 per annum) is well above the 
national average (US$50,000). A third of Pakistani-Americans earn more 
than US$90,000 annually, of which a remarkable 18 percent earn more 
than US$140,000. Many are senior professionals in medicine, banking, 
finance, academia and international development, while others have risen 
to become prominent businesspersons.  

Of this well-educated, high-income niche (however small relative to 
the national population or other diasporas), most contribute significantly 
to the social and cultural fabric of their host country. Broadly, this group 
includes (i) people who came to the US as students and, having found 
employment, stayed on; (ii) second-generation migrants, born and 
educated in the US; (iii) people who originally worked at multinational 

                                                                 
4 For a deeper analysis of the complexity of issues involved, see among others, Werbner 

(2004) and Modood et al. (1997). 
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firms and banks in Pakistan and were then transferred to the firm’s US 
headquarters; and (iv) civil servants based in Pakistan who were 
subsequently engaged by international development agencies 
headquartered in the US. As Zaidi (Chapter 13) shows, of the third and 
fourth categories, some people returned to Pakistan on completing their 
assignments, but most chose to remain in the US. Some continued to shift 
between Pakistan and the US after retirement, becoming involved in 
teaching and research. 

But what about the rest of the Pakistani diaspora, which comprises 
almost two thirds of the total and is neither highly skilled nor highly 
educated? Fatima (2017) shows that this group is concentrated in the larger 
East Coast cities, working as taxi drivers or running small retail businesses. 
Given the overall median income of this diaspora and the fact that only 18 
percent live below the poverty line, the average Pakistani-American 
appears to be reasonably well-off, although there is little information to 
show how this group entered the country or how its second and third 
generations are faring. What we do know is that most of these migrants 
had settled in the US before 2000, having entered the country (i) when 
immigration policies were less stringent in terms of education and skill 
criteria, (ii) by taking advantage of the visa lottery scheme (which required 
12 years of education and two years of experience), or (iii) as family 
members of migrants or as visitors (sometimes illegally) and subsequently 
managed to regularize their status. 

Kugelman discusses what he terms the “dark side of the Pakistani-
American experience” but argues that cases of discrimination and 
harassment are “largely rooted in anti-Muslim and not anti-Pakistan 
sentiment”. He points out that most people’s general perception of 
Pakistan is built on “superficial and even reductive negative media 
coverage [of terrorism and violence in Pakistan]”. While some Pakistani-
Americans have undoubtedly faced hardship and discrimination, the 
number of such cases is far smaller than in other parts of the world. 
Kugelman makes a similar point to Werbner (2004) when he argues that 
the overwhelming number of Pakistani-Americans are law-abiding 
residents and, barring rare incidents, are not part of the rising trend in 
homegrown extremism and militancy in the US. 

4.2.2 Canada 

In 2017, the Pakistani diaspora in Canada numbered around 250,000 
people. Fatima (2017) underscores the surprisingly large socioeconomic 
disparity between the US and Canadian diasporas, which she attributes to 
far lower levels of education and skill among the latter. While Canada 
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attracted some highly skilled professionals, the US appears to have 
offered better career opportunities. Moreover, as she observes, even 
concerted policy efforts to overcome discrimination against migrants 
(including those from Pakistan) and encourage social integration do not 
guarantee the same degree of economic and social mobility ascribed to 
‘native’ Canadians. Almost half the Pakistani diaspora in Canada still 
lives below the poverty line. 

That said, Canada is a diverse country and such trends are difficult to 
generalize. As in the UK, overcoming the barriers to better job 
opportunities remains a key challenge. Good social skills and the ability 
to tap into the right networks are important elements of success, but the 
Pakistani diaspora still falls short on both counts even after all these years. 

4.3 The European corridor: From labor mobility to refugee crisis 

Zafar (Chapter 4) traces the movement of Pakistani migrants through 
Europe, which was seen as a conduit to the UK (rather than a potential 
second home) in the 1950s and 1960s, when most European countries had 
few restrictions on immigration. Even before the European Union (EU) 
came into being, the Nordic countries encouraged cross-border labor 
mobility, which enabled a small number of Pakistani migrants to settle 
there. By the 1980s, Europe was facing even greater labor shortages as a 
result of its ageing population and declining labor force. This attracted 
many Pakistani jobseekers, including highly educated and skilled 
professionals who were encouraged through an EU scheme to meet skill 
shortages in critical fields. 

The situation has changed drastically in recent years when, in 
response to the growing resentment against migrants, deteriorating 
employment rates and influx of illegal migrants, many countries in 
Europe began to enforce stricter immigration controls. As a result, a 
growing number of migrants – and subsequently refugees as conflict in 
the Middle East worsened – began to slip into the EU through illegal 
channels. It is difficult to come up with a firm estimate of this Pakistani 
diaspora (including regular and irregular migrants), but an estimate of 
about 1 million (based on different sources) seems plausible. According to 
estimates from Pakistani foreign missions for early 2017, the main 
countries in which Pakistani migrants are concentrated include Italy 
(119,000), France (104,000), Germany (90,500), Spain (82,000), Greece 
(70,000), Norway (38,000) and the Netherlands (35,000). 

The story takes a darker turn when we consider current events in the 
EU. This volume is being published at a time when Europe is facing its 
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worst migration crisis since the Second World War, with nearly a million 
migrants, refugees and asylum seekers entering the EU in 2015. While 
Zafar (Chapter 4) looks at this from the perspective of Pakistani migrants 
(who constitute a small, albeit significant, part of these flows), Fargues 
(Chapter 5) and Papantoniou (Chapter 6) capture a different angle of the 
crisis: where does the EU stand and what lies in its best interests, 
especially in the long term? 

Fargues makes it clear that we must take a step back from the 
political and media tumult that tends to dominate the debate on 
migrant and refugee flows into Europe. The issue undoubtedly has 
short-term implications, but this must not allow Europe to falter in 
providing humanitarian assistance where it is needed. Moreover, 
Europe itself is ill prepared for the realities of a declining population 
and shrinking labor force in the medium to long term. Such refugee 
flows are not unprecedented, he argues, recalling the 4 million refugees 
that fled to neighboring countries following the Soviet invasion of 
Afghanistan in 1979 (of which 3.2 million entered Pakistan and over 2 
million still live there). The crux of his argument is that, while migration 
is “growing global, there is no global governance of migration – no 
universally shared principles, no comprehensive international law and 
no institutions in charge.” 

Analyzing the economic and labor market impact of recent migration 
and refugee flows on the EU, Papantoniou concludes that “migration is 
positively related to economic growth … the shocks it generates to the 
labor market may be manageable insofar as they sustain the upgrading of 
skills and rising productivity trends”. His argument is that the core 
challenge lies in dealing with the social and political fallout of “the 
socioeconomic and cultural differences separating migrants from the 
native population.” The sudden arrival of large numbers of immigrants in 
the EU “challenges the integration of European societies” and destabilizes 
European policies by “providing fertile grounds for the rise of the 
extreme right as well as other xenophobic parties.” The solution, he holds, 
is to uphold the “open society” model on which EU policies concerning 
the movement of people and labor are based. The challenge lies in not 
giving in to the frenzy created by these forces, which are based on widely 
exaggerated claims.  

4.4 The Gulf and Saudi Arabia corridor  

According to recent estimates, the population of Pakistani contract 
workers in the Middle East – mainly in the Gulf and Saudi Arabia – is 
almost 4 million. While they constitute the bulk of Pakistan’s diaspora 
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overall, they differ from their counterparts in several ways. First, the 
countries in which they work do not allow permanent settlement or 
nationality, regardless of how long migrants have worked there. 
Second, only a small proportion – mainly professionals and 
businesspersons – live there with their families. Third, since the 
Pakistani government does not allow women under 35 to be recruited 
as domestic workers overseas, the large population of female contract 
workers in the Middle East (most of them from Sri Lanka, Indonesia 
and the Philippines) does not include any Pakistani women. Finally, the 
vast majority of Pakistani migrant workers in these countries are semi-
skilled and unskilled contract workers, many of whom spend decades 
working in the Middle East before they return to Pakistan. 

Given the size of this diaspora and its proximity to Pakistan, there is 
already a large body of research analyzing (i) the volume of remittances 
sent home by migrant workers in the Middle East, (ii) what this money is 
used for and its impact on recipient households and (iii) how the (often 
prolonged) absence of male household members affects the immediate 
and extended families they leave behind. There is very little research on 
migrants’ working conditions and the lives they lead in their host 
country.  

In this context, Shah (Chapter 7) explores another under-researched 
area: the attitudes, perceptions and lives of contract workers in the 
Middle East, including the small number who live with their families. Her 
study is based largely on qualitative data and interviews conducted with 
Pakistani migrant workers and their families in Kuwait. She also traces 
the build-up of the Pakistani diaspora in the Gulf and Saudi Arabia to 
show that, while there has been some change in the skill composition of 
workers after 1990 (from semi-skilled/unskilled to relatively more 
skilled), the former still accounts for more than half the total migrant 
flows. Highly skilled professionals in medicine, engineering and 
academia constitute only about 5–7 percent of the total. Shah brings out 
not just the problems that contract workers must contend with in terms of 
wages and working conditions, but also their perception that the 
Pakistani government is not doing enough to engage them in national 
economic development. Many blue-collar workers, for example, feel that 
their embassies and consulates have done little to help them resolve 
problems related to their employers.  

Moreover, the small proportion of Pakistani migrants (10–15 percent) 
in Kuwait who live there with their families (which now extend to the 
second and third generations) realize they cannot settle in their host 
country permanently. Accordingly, they encourage their children to study 
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in countries such as the US, Canada, Singapore and Australia, and stay on 
to obtain nationality. For those who return, these passports are meant to 
serve as a safety net in case they are forced to leave their current homes. 
Interestingly, few of them want to return and settle in Pakistan, although 
some have extended their businesses to Pakistan by investing in real 
estate and retail trade. Many professionals also look for employment in 
the Gulf and Saudi Arabia as a stepping stone to migration to Canada, the 
US and Australia. 

Amjad, Arif and Iqbal (Chapter 8) study another key aspect of 
migration to the Middle East: the very high cost of obtaining a work visa. 
Such costs need to be repaid from workers’ remittances and can account 
for as much as 12–18 months’ salary in the case of low-skilled workers. 
This illustrates the degree to which they are exploited by unscrupulous 
visa agents and others, including government officials and prospective 
employers who claim a share of their earnings.  

Deplorable as these practices are, Shah describes the “culture of 
migration” that has developed in Pakistan, pointing out that migration to 
the Gulf is usually perceived as a success story, both for the migrant and 
his family. Earlier migrants are seen as being able to buy land, build 
houses and spend lavishly on weddings and other occasions in their 
home country – all these are attractive markers of how one’s life might 
improve on securing a job in the Gulf. The pressure to find an overseas 
job is enough that potential migrants are willing to sell land and jewelry 
or borrow large sums to finance their migration. Finally, Shah examines 
the factors that will influence future migration flows to the Gulf and 
Saudi Arabia, including the price of oil, the ability to increase labor force 
participation among local inhabitants (including an educated and skilled 
workforce) and, most importantly, the extent to which Pakistani contract 
workers can remain competitive by upgrading their skill set. 

5. Economic, social and political remittances 

5.1 Economic remittances 

Khalid (Chapter 9) provides a detailed analysis of the growth of 
remittances to Pakistan since the late 1970s. She argues that, since the 
largest flows came from contract workers in the Gulf and Saudi Arabia, 
global oil prices have had a far-reaching effect on remittances because 
they have determined development expenditure (especially on 
infrastructure) in the Middle East and the corresponding demand for 
migrant labor, including from Pakistan.  
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For Pakistan’s economy to benefit from these flows (principally, as a 
source of foreign exchange), they must come through official channels 
rather than the alternative hawala/hundi system whereby only the rupee 
component is transferred to recipient households in Pakistan by 
moneychangers based abroad. Chaudhry (1987), for instance, estimates 
that, in the mid-1980s, only 57 percent of total remittances entered 
Pakistan through official channels. Amjad, Irfan and Arif (2015) suggest 
that this may have increased to 65–70 percent post-9/11. Khalid also 
describes the measures and tools put in place to encourage the flow of 
remittances through official channels, including over-the-counter 
transfers, given that many blue-collar migrants – who account for the 
bulk of Pakistani workers in the Middle East – do not have bank accounts. 
However, with salaries paid increasingly into workers’ bank accounts 
rather than in cash, this situation may have changed. E-banking, mobile 
phone transfers and access cards have also made it easier for beneficiary 
households to receive money through accounts in their name. 

5.2 Social remittances 

The concept of social remittances has broadened the debate on the 
link between migration and development by incorporating the 
importance of the transfer of ‘nonfinancial assets’ and their impact on 
social values and culture at the household, community and national 
level.5 This debate focuses increasingly on the changing role, identity and 
belief system of migrants who maintain strong ties with their homeland 
and whose lives are shaped largely by a transnational existence that 
straddles their host and home countries. The same can be said of family 
members who do not migrate, but are also affected by cross-border ties. 
As Levitt (2005, p. 2) remarks, “migration is as much about the people 
who stay behind as it is about those who move.” In this context, the 
volume includes two important studies on the Pakistani migrant 
experience in Norway and the ongoing debate in Britain concerning 
transnational marriages between the Pakistani diaspora and family 
members in its home country.  

5.2.1 The Pakistani diaspora in Norway 

Erdal (Chapter 11) describes the Pakistani diaspora in Norway as 
part of a “transnational social field” spanning both countries and extends 
this to other countries with similar diasporas in Europe and North 

                                                                 
5 This concept was developed by Levitt (2001) and is discussed in Zafar (chap. 2, this 

volume). 
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America. She gauges the extent to which migrants and their “life worlds 
in Norway remain entangled with experience and emotions rooted in 
Pakistan”. Drawing on interviews with a sample of Pakistani migrants in 
Oslo and their families in Punjab, she traces the growth of this diaspora 
from just over 3,770 (primarily single) men in 1975 to about 38,000 people 
in 2017 – of which half are migrants’ children and the rest are spouses and 
relatives who have joined them over time, many as a result of 
transnational marriages (although this trend appears to be declining).  

The Pakistani diaspora’s labor force participation rate matches the 
national average, although it is lower for women. That said, Norwegian-
born Pakistani women have higher rates of university education and 
labor force participation compared to the national average. Many 
Norwegian-Pakistanis are self-employed, running small shops and 
restaurants and driving taxis – not very different from their counterparts 
in the UK. Erdal concludes that this diaspora sees itself as Norwegian, 
participating keenly in Norwegian society while remaining “meaningful 
to people and places in Pakistan”. Whether these ties will change or fade 
with what Erdal terms the “decay” in remittances is an important 
question, that only time will tell.  

5.2.2 Transnational marriages in the UK 

In an important contribution to this volume, Bolognani (Chapter 10) 
examines recent legislation in western Europe and the UK that was 
introduced to discourage inter-family marriages. The practice is 
associated closely with the Pakistani diaspora in Britain and is perceived 
as being detrimental to social integration. Given that about half the 
British-Pakistani population is married to relatives from Pakistan, this 
diaspora is especially affected by such legislation: prospective Pakistani 
spouses are required to meet a minimum standard of English and 
undergo a probationary stay period in the UK, while British-Pakistanis 
must show they earn a certain income level.  

The key assumptions underlying these policy changes are that 
prospective spouses from a migrant’s home country tend to come from 
poor socioeconomic backgrounds (known as “importing poverty”) and 
that inter-family marriages introduce customs and gender relations that 
are at odds with ‘British culture’ and the ‘British way of life’. These 
include joint family living, high fertility, poor educational qualifications 
and weak language skills in English. Bolognani challenges these 
assumptions by showing that Pakistani spouses coming to the UK face 
problems that have more to do with conditions in the UK than with 
their so-called ‘traditional’ socioeconomic characteristics. Examining a 
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wide range of social actors and structural constraints, she argues that 
spousal migrants’ capacity to adjust and integrate is underestimated 
and undervalued. 

5.3 Political remittances 

As political actors, migrants are capable of shaping political 
developments, values and norms both in their host and home countries. 
As the literature shows, the east European diasporas, for instance, have 
been a force for democratization in their home countries as well as a voice 
for better governance and the delivery of cost-effective, efficient public 
services. Other studies point to the role of the diaspora in bringing back 
political ideas that have sparked radical movements for socioeconomic 
and structural change. 

Akhtar (Chapter 12) traces the gradual emergence of the Pakistani 
diaspora in Britain from a community subjected to “benign neglect” by 
the country’s main political parties, to an important vote bank that was 
courted in the 1970s, especially in critical marginal constituencies. More 
recently, British-Pakistanis have contested elections, initially at the local 
level, but with several having netted prominent positions in Parliament, 
the Cabinet and, of course, as the mayor of London. Akhtar makes two 
key points here. The first is that the biraderi or kinship networks 
encompassing migrants’ immediate and extended families in their host 
country led the diaspora’s ‘community elders’ to be recognized as its 
collective voice in Britain. Second, while these ties were important in co-
opting the diaspora’s first and second generations, they have weakened 
over time. Younger British-Pakistanis, who have far less association with 
their home country, are less enamored of the biraderi system and, 
therefore, less likely to vote on this basis.  

5.4 Circuits of knowledge  

Arguably, the diaspora’s most valuable transferable asset is the 
knowledge it acquires in its host country, especially among those living 
and working in developed countries. This is important, given Pakistan’s 
dismal human development indicators and sluggish total factor 
productivity growth relative to other fast-growing developing countries 
(see Amjad & Awais, 2016). It reflects the country’s poor access to and 
adoption of innovation and knowledge and its very low levels of 
human capital.  

Zaidi (Chapter 13) emphasizes the role of the academic diaspora in 
strengthening the social sciences in Pakistan and the role it has played in 
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public policymaking, with overseas Pakistanis having been appointed to 
very senior positions (interestingly, more often under military than 
civilian governments). He points out that women have become more 
visible in academic research and teaching as a larger pool of potential 
scholars emerges from the Pakistani diaspora as well as Pakistanis who 
were educated abroad and returned home. This exchange is, however, 
limited primarily to private (rather than public) universities. On the flip 
side, he is skeptical of those Pakistani scholars, many of them members of 
the diaspora, who take a reductionist view of post-9/11 Pakistan, often 
reinforcing western stereotypes of the country that link subsequent events 
to the resurgence of fundamentalism. Nonetheless, he says, younger 
members of the academic diaspora are increasingly keen to engage with 
their peers in Pakistan, from whom they could learn a great deal in turn. 

6. The business and investment corridor 

The development literature underscores the diaspora’s positive role 
in stimulating economic growth through new investment as well as by 
generating demand for goods that overseas Pakistanis miss and consume. 
The potential of this market, however, remains untapped. As Saigol 
(Chapter 14) argues from the perspective of Pakistan’s business 
community, the lack of foreign direct investment (FDI) by the diaspora – 
and, indeed, overall – stems from the lack of a transparent and 
accountable business environment. As this shows signs of improving, the 
second and third generations of the British and American diasporas have 
begun to invest in Pakistan.  

As in the case of China, Pakistan must engage with its migrant 
clusters and make them aware of new investment opportunities in the 
country. Saigol makes the case for (i) strengthening its reputation as being 
more investor-friendly and (ii) helping migrants renew their sense of 
identity with Pakistan. This can be done by floating migrant bonds and 
national saving schemes for the diaspora as well as by encouraging its 
members to invest in education and in small and medium enterprises that 
target niche domestic markets both at home and abroad. 

7. Diasporas and development: Key lessons 

Given that both India and China have very large diasporas with 
which they have engaged successfully, this volume seeks to identify 
measures that Pakistan might emulate to its advantage. 
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7.1 Lessons from India and China 

Wickramasekera (Chapter 15) shows how the evolution of the Indian 
and Chinese diasporas has been an important factor in defining their 
economic role at home. He uses Kaldor’s (2012) distinction between the 
“near” and “far-off” diasporas to differentiate between the older Chinese 
diaspora settled in East and Southeast Asia and the newer diaspora in the 
West. Over the last 70 years, the former has established itself in dominant 
business positions and forged links with its home country even before 
China opened up to the rest of the world.  

The Indian diaspora, which Wickramasekera estimates at about 30 
million, has moved through broadly the same migration corridors as the 
Pakistani diaspora – initially to the UK, then to the US and Gulf countries 
and more recently to Europe. India’s pre-independence diaspora, 
comprising indentured labor that worked on rubber and sugar 
plantations in other British colonies, now plays a prominent role in 
business, government and academia in their host countries. The Indian 
diaspora sends back aboutUS$80 billion in remittances every year and its 
share of total FDI flows, while smaller compared to China, is still a 
significant 12–15 percent. The Indian diaspora business community is also 
much larger and more well-established than that of Pakistan. 

As with other countries with a significantly large diaspora, 
including Pakistan, China and India have set up institutional structures 
to support their diasporas and encourage them to contribute to national 
development, while taking advantage of their access to knowledge and 
technology. China follows a two-track policy: one concentrating on the 
older or ‘near’ diaspora and the other on Chinese professionals 
educated in the West, encouraging them to return. Interestingly, the 
Overseas Chinese Affairs Office operates at the provincial, municipal, 
county and (in some cases) township and village levels. In India, a 
special ministry for overseas and Indian affairs (created in 2004) was 
merged with the external affairs ministry in 2016. India celebrates Non-
Resident India (NRI) Day and, short of granting dual citizenship, has 
introduced Person-of-Indian-Origin cards that allow its diaspora to 
enter India without a visa.6 

                                                                 
6 Pakistan has introduced the National Identity Card for Overseas Pakistanis (NICOP), 

which allows dual nationals to travel to Pakistan on their host country passport without 

needing a visa. The more recently introduced Pakistan Origin Card aims to help “eligible 
foreigners” return “to their roots” by allowing them to (i) enter without a visa, (ii) stay 

indefinitely, (iii) purchase and sell property and (iv) open and operate bank accounts.  
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7.2 Engaging diasporas in development: Economics, labor, social 
rights and capacity building 

The volume ends with two important reviews of the current state of 
knowledge on migration and development from a broader global 
perspective that allows one to compare Pakistan’s experience within this 
framework. 

Abella (Chapter 16) identifies two key changes in the link between 
migration and development. Migration was seen earlier as being driven 
by “supply push” factors such as high levels of poverty and insufficient 
job opportunities among developing countries. It now follows what he 
terms “reverse causation” whereby migration outflows and remittance 
inflows drive development in a diaspora’s home country. Abella also 
analyzes the impact of migration on development through its impact on 
the home country’s labor market. While migration has a marginal impact 
on wages, the labor market is affected by the emigration of highly skilled 
or highly educated young people (migration from the bottom and top of 
the labor market). Apart from helping to reduce poverty, remittances 
involve the transfer of technology to the home country, creating cross-
border knowledge networks through the conduit of highly skilled 
migrants. 

Awad (Chapter 17) reviews attempts to develop a strategy for 
engaging with the diaspora in development. Recognizing and extending 
labor and social rights to migrants, he argues, is essential if they are to 
realize their potential in the host country and help stimulate development 
in their home country. Implementing this is difficult because most 
countries do not integrate such rights into their legal system. Accordingly, 
Awad presents a framework geared to encouraging migrants to 
contribute to development in their home country, while strengthening 
their rights and building their capacity. 

8. Conclusion 

This volume has tried to capture the salient features and dynamics of 
Pakistan’s ‘age of migration’ across home and host countries. An 
important contribution it makes to the literature is to show in a poignant 
sense how the migrant experience varies by destination as well as by 
origin. It is by no means static: over time, most migrants have moved 
beyond their relatively sheltered lives to interact closely with the 
community in which they live and to which they contribute. The degree 
of this interaction depends on their economic and social class 
background, their level of education, their profession and, critically, on 
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changing circumstances in their host country. There are times when 
immigration is encouraged by the host country because it helps overcome 
labor and skill shortages. Conversely, migrants may be viewed with 
suspicion and hostility, blamed for taking jobs away from local workers 
and, worse, in recent years, perceived as a potential threat to their host 
country’s security. 

Clearly, we need more extensive research on the Pakistani diaspora, 
including many of the issues and conclusions presented by contributors 
to this volume. The diversity of its views, sympathies, association with 
and active participation in key areas (including those with religious 
overtones) means that we must refrain from drawing broad conclusions 
and generalizing these across the Pakistani diaspora overall or even 
across diasporas specific to one country. This volume also illustrates the 
need for what one might term a macro-study of the Pakistani diaspora, 
which would perforce deal with tangible issues such as remittances. A 
second tier of research could look at the diaspora at a country or meso-
level, including its history and evolution. At a third or micro-level, one 
could examine migrants’ individual lives, their place as dual citizens and 
the economic, social and political repercussions of this interaction across 
national boundaries. It is this third level that has attracted considerable 
attention in recent years and holds exciting prospects for further research 
on the Pakistani diaspora, especially if undertaken jointly by academics 
based in Pakistan and those working overseas. 

Finally, as one reads through the chapters of this volume, one cannot 
help feeling that the Pakistani diaspora reflects many of the characteristics 
of its home country, even after four generations. These include the 
pragmatism and resilience that Pakistan and its people have shown over 
the last 70 years since independence – and indeed that have characterized 
the people of the Indus civilization for centuries. The Pakistani diaspora 
in the West faces new challenges post-9/11 in which this resilience and 
common sense mingles with (or is overshadowed by) new identities – a 
combination of its transnational existence and hybrid culture, which will 
be tested further in the time to come. 
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2 

The making of the Pakistani diaspora 

Fareeha Zafar*  

1. Introduction 

Based on official sources, the Pakistani diaspora was estimated at 
about 8 million in 2014, although many believe this number could be 
significantly higher – anywhere between 10 million and 15 million.1 
Migration overseas from Pakistan started soon after independence in 
1947, primarily to the UK. Today, Pakistan’s diaspora is spread all over 
the world. The exact status of those working and living in their host 
countries varies considerably – from people who (together with their 
families) have acquired the nationality of their host country to those 
working (with or without their families) on permanent or temporary 
visas. There may also be a significant number of people whose status in 
their host country has not been formalized or officially recognized, or 
who reside there as irregular migrants.  

The distinction between migrants, migrant workers and diaspora 
communities is not always clear. In this context, it is important to frame 
a simple definition or paradigm recognizing ‘diaspora communities’. The 
International Organization for Migration provides a broad definition of 
diasporas as “members of ethnic and national communities, who have 
left, but maintain links with, their homelands. The term ‘diasporas’ 
conveys the idea of transnational populations, living in one place, while 
still maintaining relations with their homelands, being both ‘here’ and 
‘there’” (Ionescu, 2006).  

                                                                 
* Professor of development studies, Graduate Institute of Development Studies, Lahore 

School of Economics. 
1 The official estimates are based on information collected by Pakistani missions abroad 

and collated by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (see Pakistan, Ministry of Overseas 

Pakistanis and Human Resource Development, 2014). The most recent estimates put this 
figure at 9.1 million for 2017 (see also Chapter 1).  
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Certain definitions help us better understand the nature of such 
communities. Cho (2007) notes that the term ‘diaspora’ brings together 
communities that are “not quite nation, not quite race, not quite religion, 
not quite homesickness, yet they still have something to do with nation, 
race, religion, longings for homes which may not exist.” This has led to 
diasporas being seen as collectivities and communities that extend across 
geographical spaces.  

Most members of the Pakistani diaspora retain strong links with 
their country of origin, especially through their immediate and extended 
families. This includes sending them remittances to support their 
incomes, help meet the cost of schooling and healthcare, and mitigate the 
effect of natural disasters such as earthquakes and floods. Migrants may 
also channel remittances into assets such as land and housing in case they 
return to Pakistan, but more often to use during visits home. Many retain 
a strong interest in political and economic developments in Pakistan.2  

Indeed, with increased connectivity, global access to electronic and 
print media, and cheaper travel, the large Pakistani diaspora is far more 
actively engaged with developments in Pakistan than in the past. Given 
the significant size of this diaspora, with possibly one in ten households 
having a family member abroad, rising remittances contributing 7–10 
percent of GDP3 and closer, increasing interaction between the diaspora 
and their home country, there appears to be considerable truth in 
Bolognani and Lyon’s (2011) assertion that Pakistan no longer “makes 
sense without a firm account of its diasporic influence.” 

The Pakistani diaspora has also made valuable contributions to the 
economy, society and culture of its host countries, gradually becoming 
more integrated with local communities (albeit to varying degrees) while 
retaining many of its own distinct customs and culture. This assimilation 
in the host country has not always been easy and many studies have 
analyzed the changing role of the Pakistani diaspora from being 
relatively secluded and sheltered to taking far more active part in their 
new socioeconomic and political surroundings.  

                                                                 
2 Ratha and Plaza (2011) note: “The US State Department defines diasporas as migrant groups 

that share the following features: (i) dispersion, whether voluntary or involuntary, across 

sociocultural boundaries and at least one political border; (ii) a collective memory and myth 
about their homeland; (iii) a commitment to keeping the homeland live through symbolic and 

direct action; (iv) the presence of the issue of return, although not necessarily a commitment 

to do so; and (v) a consciousness and associated identity expressed through community media, 
the creation of diaspora associations or organizations, and online participation.”  
3 Rough estimates taking into account that almost half the Pakistani diaspora works and 

lives abroad without their families. The higher estimate of 10 percent is based on the 
estimated volume of remittances coming in through undocumented channels. 
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As Sahoo and Pattanaik (2014) observe, a diaspora “is not a static 
community; it is a creative process that changes in the context of the host 
country.” They also note that older diasporas “usually have different 
relations with their localities than the new ones.” The resulting ‘hybrid 
culture’ varies largely from one host country to another, given that there 
is considerable cultural diversity in Pakistan itself and that a great deal 
depends on migrants’ area of origin. Political and security developments 
in Pakistan also have a bearing on how people in the host country 
perceive its Pakistani diaspora.  

2. Key migration flows from Pakistan 

In tracing the history of migration from Pakistan, one needs to start 
with the first wave of migrants to the UK in the early 1950s, when Britain 
was facing acute labor shortages – especially among younger 
demographics – following the Second World War. Over time, this steady 
flow of migrant labor grew to include workers’ families. Today, with the 
Pakistani-British diaspora officially estimated at over 1.5 million, there 
are many third-generation and fourth-generation families of Pakistani 
descent living in the UK.4 Members of this diaspora have gained 
prominence in many fields, including politics – as members of Parliament 
and as mayors and city councilors in large cities with a significant 
population of Pakistani descent.  

It is important to mention here that a large part of the initial 
migration from Pakistan to the UK was from Azad Jammu and Kashmir 
(AJK) and the surrounding areas – a linkage that has continued over the 
years, with the region benefiting considerably from the flow of 
remittances and investment by its UK-based diaspora.5 In 2014/15, 
remittance flows through official channels from the UK were about 
US$2.4 billion, out of roughly US$18.7 billion from all over the world.6  

The second wave of migration from Pakistan followed the spike in 
oil prices in 1972, which produced an economic boom (mainly in 
construction) in the oil-exporting Gulf countries and Saudi Arabia, 
triggering the large-scale migration of skilled and semi-skilled workers 
from Pakistan. This wave was markedly different in that, compared to 

                                                                 
4 These and all subsequent figures pertaining to the Pakistani diaspora are based on 

estimates provided by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and data collected by Pakistani 

missions abroad. 
5 AJK is a self-governing state within the federation of Pakistan. The diaspora from this 

region constitutes the largest sub-population of the Pakistani diaspora in the UK. 
6 These figures are from the State Bank of Pakistan and represent recorded flows through 
official channels. 
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migration to the UK, workers were given the status of temporary 
migrants and issued two-year work visas on average. Most of them 
continued to work in the Gulf after having their visas renewed, either 
with their current or new employer.  

It is estimated that over 3.7 million people from Pakistan work in the 
Middle East, with the highest number in Saudi Arabia (1.9 million), 
followed by the UAE (1.2 million). The rest are based chiefly in Oman 
(235,000), Kuwait (117,500) and Qatar (115,000). More than 60 percent of 
the total official remittances to Pakistan in 2015/16 came from these 
countries, of which Saudi Arabia accounts for US$5.9 billion and the UAE 
for US$4.4 billion (State Bank of Pakistan, 2016). Over the years, many 
members of Pakistan’s business and professional community and their 
families have settled in the Gulf countries or Saudi Arabia, but have been 
unable to acquire nationality. However, the bulk of the Pakistani 
diaspora working there remain on temporary visas and without their 
families (see Shah, this volume, for the average duration of stay). 

The third wave of migration from Pakistan was to the US and Canada, 
which started in the 1960s and accelerated during the 1980s and 1990s. The 
Pakistani diaspora in the US is estimated at about 900,000 and that in 
Canada at about 300,000. A much larger proportion of the Pakistani 
diaspora in these countries – as compared to in the Middle East – belongs 
to the professional and skilled categories and a significant number 
(including their families) have acquired citizenship. Many Pakistanis who 
initially went to the US or Canada to study, for instance, stayed back and 
found employment after graduating. Others, who returned to Pakistan, 
went back to work in North America on finding employment. Remittances 
from the US were about US$2.52 billion in 2015/16 (Iqbal, 2016).  

As compared to the UK, where the Pakistani diaspora generally lives 
in or near the larger cities (for example, Bradford), its American and 
Canadian counterparts are well dispersed, given the large geographical 
spread of these countries. Especially in the US, Pakistanis display 
considerable labor mobility in search of new and better employment 
opportunities or living conditions. While not as prominent as in the UK, 
given its very small share of the overall population, the Pakistani 
diaspora in the US and Canada plays an important role in social and 
political circles and is an influential lobby in furthering the interests of 
both its home and host countries. In Canada, two persons elected to 
Parliament in October 2015 were of Pakistani descent. 

The fourth wave of migration, which is relatively recent, has been 
from Pakistan to Europe. Spurred by increasing labor shortages as 
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Europe undergoes a demographic transition resulting in a stagnant and 
ageing population, this migration is spread across the continent. 
Pakistani migrants, who comprise both documented and undocumented 
workers, are estimated to number about 625,000 (excluding the UK). The 
majority live in Italy, France (110,000 each), Greece (90,000), Spain 
(82,000) and Germany (72,000), followed by the Netherlands, Norway 
(40,000 each) and Denmark (35,000). The total remittances from Europe, 
excluding the UK, are about US$400 million.  

The Pakistani diaspora in Europe has not been well documented or 
studied, except for certain destinations such as Norway, which has a 
sizable Pakistani community relative to the national population. Recent 
attention has focused on the plight of asylum seekers, mainly from Syria 
and Iraq to Europe: this flow has included migrants from Pakistan, 
although their numbers are difficult to estimate. Another country with a 
significant Pakistani diaspora is Australia (migration flows to which 
started in the 1920s), with an estimated 60,000 migrants. Other 
destinations include Japan (12,000) – where they are largely 
undocumented – and, more recently, East Asia and Southeast Asia, 
chiefly Malaysia (100,000), Thailand (65,500) and South Korea (10,500). 
Table 1 ranks the most common destinations for Pakistani migrants. 

Table 1: Top 15 destinations for Pakistani migrants 

No. Country Percentage of the Pakistani diaspora 
worldwide 

1 Saudi Arabia 25 
2 UK 20 
3 UAE 16 
4 US 12 
5 Canada 4 
6 Oman 3 
7 Kuwait 2 
8 South Africa 1 
9 Malaysia 1 
10 France 1 
11 Germany 1 
12 Greece 1 
13 Italy 1 
14 Spain 1 
15 Bahrain 1 

Source: Pakistan, Ministry of Overseas Pakistanis and Human Resource 
Development, Yearbook 2013–14. Available from http://www.ophrd.gov.pk 
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3. The origins of the Pakistani diaspora 

According to the Bureau of Emigration and Overseas Employment, 
8,335,253 workers registered for overseas employment during 1981–2016 
(up to February).7 More than half these migrants are from Punjab 
(4,168,212), followed by Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP) (2,090,966), Sindh 
(698,218) – largely from Karachi – and AJK (545,460). Migration from the 
Tribal Areas (413,123) began later. Fewer people migrate from Gilgit-
Baltistan in the north (12,260), but here too their number is increasing, as is 
the case with Balochistan, which accounts for just over 95,965 recorded 
migrants. In addition to the lack of employment opportunities, ethnic 
conflict operates as a push factor in the two latter areas. Finally, some 59,000 
persons have out-migrated from the Islamabad Capital Territory (Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Number of workers registered for overseas employment, 

1981–2016 

 

Source: Bureau of Emigration and Overseas Employment. 

An upward trend in migration can be discerned since 2005 and 
especially after 2010. In KP and the Tribal Areas, this can be attributed to 
rising militancy in the region. Punjab and Sindh show a large increase in 
the number of migrants leaving these provinces – possibly a result of high 
unemployment among young people in urban areas (Figure 2). 

                                                                 
7 Does not capture noncontract migration to non-Middle East countries. 
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Figure 2: Distribution of migrants, by province or area of origin 

 

Source: Bureau of Emigration and Overseas Employment. 

In recent years, migration from AJK has also shown an upward 
trend, with the five districts of Kotli, Muzaffarabad, Bagh, Bhimber and 
Poonch accounting for most emigrants. As of 2005, Kotli ranks highest, 
possibly given its better education indicators (the district is ranked at 18 
out of 148 districts across Pakistan). According to some estimates, 75 
percent of Pakistani migrants to the UK are from Mirpur – an outcome of 
the large-scale displacement (100,000 persons) caused by the construction 
of the Mangla dam in AJK in the 1960s.  

Earlier migration from the Punjab was from Attock district, which 
lacked job opportunities, and from villages in the eastern part of the 
province in the districts of Rawalpindi, Jhelum, Gujrat and Faisalabad 
(Shaw, 2000). While these remain important sources of migrant labor, 
newer districts such as Khanewal, Faisalabad and Hafizabad – located in 
the agricultural heartland of central Punjab – have also become labor-
sending areas. Overall, the district of Sialkot, one of Pakistan’s oldest 
industrial regions, remains a dominant source of migrant labor. 

Over the last ten years, migration from districts such as Dir and Swat 
in KP has increased rapidly. Mardan, Peshawar, Swabi and Malakand 
continue to show high levels of migration. In 2008, large numbers – many 
of them from the Ismaili community – migrated from the Chitral district 
bordering Afghanistan. Given the low literacy levels in most of this 
region, migrants are largely from the labor class. Unsurprisingly, given 
the repercussions of the US-led war on terror, migration from the Tribal 
Areas has increased, especially in the Khyber, North Waziristan and 
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South Waziristan agencies. Those migrating either have the resources to 
do so or, as internally displaced persons, have no choice but to seek 
asylum abroad. 

In Balochistan, the bulk of migration occurs from the urban areas of 
Khuzdar and Quetta. In the case of Gilgit-Baltistan, migrants tend to 
originate from the capital, Gilgit. Migration from the latter has increased 
in the last ten years, partly due to rising levels of education associated 
with the Aga Khan Rural Support Programme and the concentration of 
the Ismaili community, which has strong overseas links. Overall, Punjab 
and KP have the largest number of districts accounting for more than 
50,000 migrants each. Barring migration from Karachi, Sindh, Balochistan 
and Gilgit-Baltistan have very low migration levels. 

The population-to-migration ratio is highest in AJK and KP (7.14), 
followed by Punjab (3.56) and Sindh (1.42), excluding Karachi, which has 
the largest number of migrants leaving the country. In Sindh, the stark 
rural-urban divide in migration levels reflects the hold of a stagnant 
feudal system, which makes it almost impossible for people to migrate 
even within the province. The migration rate in Balochistan is extremely 
low (0.77) and reflects the poor development of human resources in the 
province overall. 

Most Pakistani immigrants, both skilled and unskilled, have a 
working-class background. Many have chosen to migrate in search of 
work, better living standards and, in some cases, for reasons of marriage 
or security. Among skilled workers, the greatest demand is for 
construction workers, electricians and machine operators. While 
migration to the Middle East in the mid-1970s occurred in response to the 
need for low-skilled labor, the demand for skilled workers has also risen 
since 2011 (Figure 3). Over time, workers from higher socioeconomic 
classes and those with graduate degrees or professional skills – nurses, 
IT specialists, business executives and intra-company transferees – have 
joined the ranks (Mahmood, 2010). The migration rate of Pakistanis with 
a tertiary degree is now more than 7 percent (Sajjad, 2013). The link 
between migration and the growth of the middle class explains why 
Pakistan’s main urban centers, and especially Karachi (see Figure 1), 
account for higher levels of migration (Hasan & Raza, 2009), particularly 
among young men (see Ozden & Schiff, 2007). 
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Figure 3: Number of migrants, by skill level 

 

Source: Bureau of Emigration and Overseas Employment. Available from 
http://beoe.gov.pk/migrationstatistics.asp  

4. Changing trends in migration 

Between 1971 and 2002 (a period of 31 years), 3,139,604 migrants left 
Pakistan, their destinations spread over 52 countries.8 Over the next 11 
years, this number rose to 4,656,390. By 2007, Pakistan was among the top 
15 labor-sending countries. Overall, the Middle East is the most popular 
destination for migrant workers (47 percent), most of who are on short-
term contracts. An estimated 25 percent of migrants head to Saudi Arabia 
and another 16 percent to the UAE. Together, Bahrain, Kuwait and Oman 
host another 6 percent of migrants. As Mansuri (2007) observes, proximity 
networks often determine the direction of migration. Thus, most labor 
migration from KP is to Saudi Arabia while migrants from Balochistan are 
more likely to opt for the UAE and Oman. Out-migration from AJK is still 
largely to Britain, where migrants have strong family networks. 

Migration policies determine the kind and number of immigrants a 
country wants to attract. In Saudi Arabia and the Gulf region, the 
perceived danger of being overrun by better educated and skilled 
migrants prohibited them – until recently – from buying property except 
under joint ventures with a local partner. Even though this region hosts 
the largest number of low-skilled Pakistani workers, their stay is 
temporary and contract-based, indicating that there is no possibility of 
permanent residence.  

                                                                 
8 These include countries with more than 100 migrants. 
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Europe’s relatively lenient immigration and asylum laws, combined 
with the fear of political, religious and social persecution in Pakistan under 
General Zia-ul-Haq’s military regime prompted many Pakistanis to migrate 
as asylum seekers in the 1980s. Religious and ethnic minority groups tended 
to seek asylum in countries with a strong stance on human rights, such as 
the UK, France, Austria, Norway, Denmark and the Netherlands.  

Approximately 2.2 million Pakistanis are settled in Europe, with 
about half living in the UK (Abbasi, 2010). Britain accounts for roughly 
20 percent of all Pakistani migrants, most of who have settled there 
permanently. France, Germany, Italy, Spain and Greece have a sizeable 
number of migrants from Pakistan, while Norway and Denmark have 
smaller, primarily urban, Pakistani communities. Migration tends to take 
the form of chain migration from small towns and villages so that 
significant parallels exist between migrant communities in the UK, 
Denmark, Spain, Greece and Italy – many migrants have relatives in these 
countries (Rytter, 2010).  

Stillwell and Duke-Williams (2005) observe that, in the UK, 
legislation passed between 1962 and 1988, restricting migrant labor 
inflows, meant that the earlier postwar waves of migrant labor were 
replaced by “immigrants seeking family reunification and subsequently 
… post-industrial movers, those with high skills, those arriving illegally 
and those seeking asylum” (p. 14). They point out that, since the 1990s, it 
is the latter category that has increased. Overall, migration to the UK has 
slowed down and now comprises chiefly dependents and spouses, while 
the second and third generations of the British-Pakistani diaspora have 
acquired permanent residence. 

The US hosts 12 percent of all Pakistani immigrants. The passage of 
the Luce–Celler Act 1946 allowed immigrants to acquire US citizenship 
through naturalization. Between 1947 and 1965, only 2,500 Pakistani 
immigrants entered the US, most of them students who chose to settle there 
after graduating from American universities, according to reports from 
the US Immigration and Naturalization Service. This marked the 
beginning of a distinct ‘Pakistani’ community in America. The number of 
Pakistanis migrants increased dramatically after the Hart–Celler Act was 
passed in 1965, which lifted immigration restrictions and repealed quotas, 
introducing immigration based on professional experience and education.  

Another turning point was the period between the late 1980s and 
early 1990s, when the US permitted the immigration of agricultural 
workers and introduced the ‘green card’ system under which visas were 
awarded by lottery. This led to a wave of blue-collar labor immigration 
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from Pakistan to the US. The number of Pakistani immigrants increased 
significantly, reaching over 20,000 in 1991. As immigration rules 
changed, less qualified and less skilled workers migrated, choosing the 
self-employment route and setting up small businesses, retail stores, 
petrol pumps and taxi services. A sizable minority of Pakistani Christians 
and Zoroastrians also left for the US, following the thrust of greater 
’Islamization’ in Pakistan. 

The upward trend in Pakistani immigration to the US continued 
until 2001, when 9/11 triggered a change in American attitudes to 
Muslims, including Pakistanis. The US authorities adopted a tougher 
stance on immigration applications from Pakistan. This change in policy 
was reflected in a dramatic fall in the number of Pakistani immigrants 
admitted to the US, from 16,448 in 2001 to 9,444 in 2003. The drop was, 
however, short-lived and the number of Pakistani immigrants began to 
recover after 2004.  

Family reunification has brought many Pakistani women to 
America. Legislation supporting greater diversity and the Immigration 
Reform and Control Act of 1986 brought in large numbers of dependents 
so that, by 2005, their population had grown to 210,000. The Pakistani-
American diaspora, therefore, constitutes immigrants who fall under the 
following categories: family-sponsored preferences (also referred to as 
chain migration), employment-based preferences, immediate relatives of 
US citizens, and refugee or asylum adjustments (Yang, 2011). In recent 
years, more immigrants tend to fall within the last three categories. 

In Canada, which accounts for 4 percent of all Pakistani migrants, 
the immigration regulations have given preference to those with 
advanced degrees and professional skills: most Pakistanis who 
emigrated to Canada in the 1960s had strong credentials. In 1976, the 
Immigration Act allowed many Pakistanis to enter Canada each year 
under family sponsorship. The migrant selection policies adopted by 
Canada and Australia include, for example, a points-based system under 
which migrants become eligible to enter the country and seek work based 
on their qualifications. Other regimes, such as the US H1-B program, 
explicitly require migrants to have an offer of employment before they 
are granted permanent residency. Unlike the Middle East, however, 
countries in Europe and North America may eventually grant citizenship 
as opposed to strictly temporary worker status.  

More recent policies promoting the growth of the diaspora include 
those that allow dual nationality and accept nonresident migrants. Easier 
visa regimes under business or investor categories – for example, B-1 
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visas and EB-5 investment visas for the US – along with residency visas 
contingent on buying a business or property have accelerated the 
migration of Pakistan’s elite and business classes. Several countries offer 
resident status or citizenship based on investment, an example being 
Malaysia’s My Second Home policy. 

5. New approaches to diaspora studies 

Given the complex nature of diasporas and their evolving relationship 
with their home and host countries amid changing global realities, 
academic analysis has shifted from simple economic arguments to a more 
nuanced exploration of social connectivity and issues of identity. Linking 
globalization, transnationalism and diaspora makes for new research 
possibilities. Studies on the impact of the diaspora on its homeland are no 
longer limited to purely economic analyses of the value of migrant human 
capital, philanthropy and remittances. Increasingly, the literature now 
examines the role of diasporas in transmitting values and cultures between 
their host and home countries as a positive outcome of transnationalism 
and globalization (see Sahoo & Pattanaik, 2014).  

The frequency of movement and exchange between specific regions 
and diaspora homelands points to the importance of networks and the 
creation of social capital. It is, therefore, in the interest of labor-sending 
countries to forge closer ties with their diasporas through policies that 
are more conducive to migration. Expanding our view of the notion of 
‘old’ and ‘new’ diasporas means looking at people who participate in and 
enable the emergence of the diaspora without physically migrating 
overseas. This includes women and the diaspora at home, an example 
being India’s IT workers who have “come to occupy a place between two 
nations” (Charusheela, 2007). 

As the diaspora’s economic and sociocultural impact on Pakistan 
assumes growing importance, there has been a steady increase in the 
literature on this subject. More recently, several influential studies have 
tried to gauge the impact of this diaspora on its host and home countries. 
While economists have concentrated on analyzing the growth and flows 
of remittances, which are critical to the country’s balance of payments, 
sociologists and anthropologists among others have looked at the 
diaspora’s impact on Pakistani society. Indeed, the broader sociopolitical 
and economic implications of this relationship have attracted 
considerable interest among academics, policymakers and the media. 
Zaidi (2013), for instance, focuses on the role of the diaspora in high-level 
economic policymaking in Pakistan. Najam (2007) documents the 
generous philanthropy of the Pakistani-American diaspora, the bulk of 
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which is channeled to their home country. Another important (albeit not 
very well-documented) phenomenon is that of academics from the 
Pakistani diaspora returning temporarily to their home country to teach 
and carry out research.  

The same is true of a growing body of literature on the effect of global 
and national developments on the interaction between the Pakistani 
diaspora and their country of residence. Kalra (2009) attempts to collate the 
extant literature and provide both an historical and contemporary set of 
accounts under themes of labor, gender, transforming rituals, shifting 
identities and the process of settlement. Bolognani and Lyon (2011) argue in 
favor of a more nuanced understanding of the intricate web of relationships 
between Pakistanis and their British diaspora, which is reflected in “highly 
differentiated disaggregated groups with very independent political, social, 
economic, and cultural goals and trajectories.”  

6. Corridors of connectivity 

A key feature of diaspora groups is their ongoing orientation 
towards a ‘homeland’ – identified in the older diaspora as a desire to 
return and in newer or younger emigrants as a wish to engage (Yong & 
Rahman, 2013). In the context of the Pakistani diaspora, such “dense and 
continuous linkages across borders” (Faist, 2010) are evident in the 
growing economic, social and political networks that tie migrants to their 
country of origin.  

6.1 Remittances 

The increase in size of the Pakistani diaspora is reflected in the rise 
in remittances, which reached over US$18 billion in 2014/15 and US$19.9 
billion in 2015/16. Official remittance flows have increased at an average 
rate of almost 15 percent since 2000, when the stock of remittances was 
only US$1.5 billion. While a significant part of this increase was due to a 
major shift in remittance flows from unofficial and unrecorded transfers 
(known as hundi) post-9/11 to official (mainly banking) channels, the 
change is also attributed to the increased outflow of migrants as well as 
a shift in their composition towards a larger share of professional and 
high-skilled labor. 

Remittances in foreign currencies bolster Pakistan’s economy to the 
tune of almost 6–7 percent of GDP. The volume of remittances is only 
slightly smaller than Pakistan’s total exports of goods and services (about 
US$25 million in 2014/15). Given that its total imports are nearly double 
this value, remittances help make up for the large trade deficit. The 
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official figures may well underestimate the actual flows by as much as 
20–40 percent (Amjad, Irfan & Arif, 2015). 

Unlike remittances from America, the recent increase in which is 
motivated chiefly by profit, those from the Middle East are sent primarily 
to help migrant households in Pakistan finance their daily needs. There 
is abundant anecdotal evidence to suggest that migrants to the US use 
their remittances to purchase real estate in large cities such as Karachi, 
Lahore and Islamabad. As a result, property prices in these cities have 
shot up to the extent that many ordinary Pakistanis can no longer afford 
to buy land for residential purposes. Other examples are the purchase of 
stocks and shares and consumer durables such as automobiles.  

The volume of remittances for charity is smaller but remains 
important, particularly during natural disasters, with most such 
donations going to individuals. Zakat, an alms tax on wealth, is a major 
part of philanthropy but here, too, the share of individuals is larger than 
that of institutions. Of the latter, most money goes to faith-based 
organizations. Charitable donations by Pakistanis are estimated to be 
about US$700 million, most of which is given to individuals in the 
tradition of zakat, waqf or sadqa. About 40 percent of all non-zakat funds 
are donated to individuals (Andrew, 2013).  

Most organized charities in Pakistan are faith-based, such as 
mosques and seminaries. This is similar to the US, where most charitable 
work is carried out by faith-based organizations. Up until 2005, donations 
to development causes in Pakistan were relatively small because 
nongovernment organizations were considered untrustworthy – a 
perception that changed following the visible scale of their relief work in 
the aftermath of a devastating earthquake in northern Pakistan that year. 
Almost all donors see acts of charity as a religious duty. Najam (2007) 
estimates that Pakistani-Americans donate as much as US$100 million to 
(Pakistan-related) causes in Pakistan, both in kind and in cash. The fifth 
most common destination for Pakistani migrants, the US is also the sixth 
largest source of remittances to Pakistan: its diaspora remitted 
approximately US$2.5 billion to Pakistan in 2016 (Alam, 2016).  

6.2 Political links 

Kapur (2010) refers to diasporas as international social capital that 
can translate into “contentious long-distance nationalism” supporting 
groups and political parties at either extreme. The political activism of 
Pakistan’s diaspora is not limited to its host countries: many segments of 
the diaspora engage in Pakistani politics by running or joining overseas 
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factions of local political parties (Pakistan Institute of Legislative 
Development and Transparency, 2008). Noteworthy examples include 
Altaf Hussain (leader of the Muttahida Qaumi Movement), who has lived 
in the UK since seeking political asylum in 1992 and Dr Tahir-ul-Qadri 
(leader of the Pakistan Awami Tehreek), who migrated to Canada in 
2005. In both cases, they have deepened ethnic and parochial cleavages 
in Pakistan. Financial support for various Islamist groups and 
organizations based in Pakistan or overseas, but with transnational 
affiliations, is also part of such nationalisms. 

The political appointment of businesspersons of Pakistani origin has 
also gained traction, as in the case of several provincial governors. With 
many Pakistanis holding dual nationality, their appointment to high 
office has drawn criticism from several quarters, including the media. 

6.3 Knowledge networks 

The growing ties between Pakistan and its diaspora have changed 
what was viewed in the 1970s as ‘brain drain’ into ‘brain gain’ two 
decades later. Interaction between the Government of Pakistan and 
academics or specialists of Pakistani origin who advised the country on 
economic development started in the 1960s and continued, especially 
under the Planning Commission, for several decades. Subsequently, with 
more and more students graduating from British and American 
universities, such linkages have grown stronger. Private sector 
universities, for instance, headhunt senior faculty and management 
based in the West, such examples including the Lahore University of 
Management Sciences, the Dawood Business School and Habib 
University.  

The pool of experts seeking linkages with their home country 
following retirement from international organizations and universities 
has grown steadily. Unfortunately, there is no credible data on the 
number of Pakistani academics and professionals living abroad. The 
anecdotal evidence, however, suggests that most members of the 
academic diaspora do not intend to return to Pakistan for good, but are 
keen to contribute to the country over shorter periods. Many do so 
through private sector universities, banks and hospitals that enable them 
to live in Pakistan temporarily. 

Zaidi (2013) points to the key role played by Pakistani economists 
and public policy experts who were part of the country’s diaspora in the 
1970s and held senior positions at international institutions. Many 
returned to Pakistan to serve as government ministers or advisors, in two 
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cases even being appointed Prime Minister. A number of business 
professionals, including start-up capitalists and financiers, have also held 
public office. As Zaidi notes, however, members of this segment of the 
diaspora were often international technocrats, most of whom were 
invited to return to Pakistan under a military government. That said, 
democratically elected governments have also brought in technical – and, 
more recently, business – expertise from among the Pakistani diaspora. 

The growth in research institutions in Pakistan towards the end of 
the 2000s indicates a more systematic engagement with its specialist and 
academic diaspora. The bulk of high-caliber research on Pakistan is 
carried out primarily by Pakistani social scientists based abroad, with 
institutional and financial support from private universities and the 
Higher Education Commission. Other close ties have emerged through 
policy institutes set up by Pakistani academics working overseas, such as 
the Center for Economic Research in Pakistan. Given such developments, 
Zaidi (2013) argues, Pakistan’s diaspora will continue to play an 
important role in the country’s domestic public policy in the short term 
rather than over the long term. He also raises the question of legitimacy 
and accountability in the context of migrants being allowed to hold 
public office – a concern that has led the government to review the dual 
nationality bill originally presented in 2012. 

The Higher Education Commission has instituted programs to raise 
the number of students sent abroad on scholarships, combined with an 
emphasis on science and technology, as well as arranging for overseas 
academics of Pakistani (and other) origin to carry out short-term teaching 
and research assignments in the country. At the receiving end, developed 
countries absorb skilled workers and scientists through scholarships and 
other incentives such as the H1-B visa program in the US, the ‘green card’ 
scheme for IT specialists in Germany, the former Highly Skilled Migrants 
Program in the UK and the skilled migration visa regime in Australia 
(Sajjad, 2013). 

6.4 Business and professional networks 

The Migration Policy Institute (2015) observes that the Pakistani-
American diaspora has established numerous well-funded and 
professionally managed organizations across the US. These groups focus 
broadly on building professional and business networks, advocacy and 
fundraising to support Pakistan-based universities, hospitals and 
organizations contributing to economic and human development. Of 
nearly 80 organizations identified in this report, five had revenues 
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exceeding US$1 billion and two reported revenues of US$200,000. Similar 
networks have emerged in the UK, Canada and Australia. 

Towards the end of the 1990s, a handful of Pakistani immigrants set 
up large companies in Silicon Valley, some with overseas offices in 
Pakistan. This marked the beginning of the venture capital industry in 
Pakistan. Post-9/11, many Pakistani expatriates in the US and Europe 
began exploring their options should they be unable to remain in their 
host countries. For Pakistan, this translated into an inflow of talent and 
expertise acquired overseas. Firms such as TMT Ventures, for instance, 
found its deal flow increasing as the supply of managerial talent and 
high-quality skill sets in the technology sector grew. This momentum 
continued for the next three years, from early 2002 through 2004 
(Fariduddin, 2007).  

6.5 Social remittances 

In Pakistan, the impact of what Levitt and Lamba-Nieves (2011) refer 
to as “social remittances” – the exchange of ideas, norms and behaviors – 
is evident from the growing demand for accountability, transparency and 
better governance. It is also apparent in the changing trends in art, 
literature and the media as an outcome of the Pakistani diaspora’s 
transnational experiences. Internationalism and globalization have 
created a space for the diaspora to make its mark in an exhaustive list of 
enterprises and arenas, changing the ‘here’ and ‘there’ in the process. 
Advances in technology have also enabled cross-border knowledge 
networks, creating virtually connected communities.  

7. The opportunities and uncertainty associated with migration 

Migration is not a random activity: it involves a high degree of 
networking based on family, kinship, village, region, language, caste and 
ethnicity or a combination of several such factors. Increasingly diasporas 
are viewed from a class perspective. Thus, while working-class migrants 
can still find employment in the Gulf region, they are often perceived – 
and indeed portrayed – as a burden on the welfare system in Europe and 
as dole seekers in the US. As Ballard (2009) argues, economic downturns 
and rising unemployment in the host country – resulting in social unrest 
– can provide grounds for negative profiling where Pakistani immigrants 
are concerned (Ballard, 2009).  

Despite the adverse circumstances, migration from Pakistan is 
continuous and increasing. As the diaspora grows, its contributions – 
both tangible and intangible – to its home as well as host countries have 
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become more visible. This diaspora is now part of the economic life of its 
host countries, helping narrow the human resources and professional 
skills gap and augmenting the services sector. The diaspora’s 
contribution in terms of ethnic and cultural diversity is evident from the 
creation of ‘Little Pakistans’ in many host countries and the growing 
demand for Pakistani cuisine, couture and related businesses. At the 
same time, the carryover of retrogressive cultural norms and failure to 
integrate has created a negative perception of the Pakistani community.  

At the political level, Pakistani emigrants make a two-way 
contribution: they become affiliated with and donate monetarily to the 
political party of their choice in Pakistan, while becoming politically active 
in their host countries by joining interest groups and competing for a stake 
in the political system. Consequently, some Pakistanis have earned 
prominent positions in public office, especially in the UK. However, the 
impact of the diaspora in the Middle East on social change, gender 
relations, democratization and political transformation in Pakistan does 
not appear to be a positive one, a visible instance of which is the defining 
of a dress code for women that is not part of the local culture.  

Social values in Pakistan have also changed: increasing remittances, 
high-paid jobs in the Gulf and Saudi Arabia, and migrants’ frequent 
interaction with their families in Pakistan have been accompanied by 
rising materialism and conservatism. At the same time, many migrants 
have found it difficult to adjust to the relatively liberal and democratic 
values of their host countries in the West: in the long term, especially for 
the second and third generations of the diaspora, this may weaken their 
ties to Pakistan. Situating issues of assimilation and identity has shifted 
from national perspectives to religious affiliation as the Pakistani 
diaspora is viewed as part of the larger Muslim community. Identity-
based networks tend to be driven largely by ethnic, nationalist and 
cultural sentiments. The emergence of religion as a defining framework 
for the Pakistani diaspora – based on Western perceptions – has created 
transnational networks that are no longer limited to migrants’ area of 
origin: this has tended to create more problems than it has resolved.  

The vulnerability of diasporas to historical events beyond their 
control is evident from the situation in which the Pakistani diaspora in 
the West and Muslim diasporas worldwide have found themselves, post-
9/11 (Cohen, 1997). Recent studies have attempted to identify the 
anxieties these diasporas face in the context of the Muslim ummah, labels 
of terrorism and illegal migration (see Kapur, 2007; Ahmad, 2015). The 
xenophobic and racialized stigmatizing of the Pakistani/Muslim 
diasporas in Europe and the US has been exacerbated by the growing 



The Pakistani diaspora: Corridors of uncertainty and opportunity 41 

reach of radical Islamist groups. Moreover, the increased scrutiny of 
financial flows in the wake of 9/11 has made entry to the US more 
difficult. There is also deepening concern about the perceived intrusion 
of foreign cultures and values in the diasporas’ home countries. 

On a more positive note, British Pakistanis, who constitute the 
second largest ethnic minority in the UK, are now more affluent, better 
educated and more egalitarian (with more and more women of Pakistani 
origin taking up careers). Following the May 2015 general election, this 
diaspora has also had greater political representation than ever before. 
These changes are due largely to the gradual integration of the Pakistani 
community with British society as the children of older immigrants 
benefit from the latter’s hard work.  

However, the degree of integration and how British Pakistanis 
identify themselves varies considerably. Pakistanis living in Yorkshire 
and Lancashire, for example, are more likely to identify themselves as 
Muslim before Pakistani, whereas some first-generation British 
Pakistanis identify themselves by caste or region rather than by religion 
or country of origin. Third-generation British Pakistanis are more likely 
to choose to be identified as part of a South Asian diaspora rather than as 
Muslims or Pakistanis, but this is limited to a smaller class of highly 
educated professionals. The British Pakistan Foundation also notes that 
the challenges of extremism and Islamophobia have had a direct effect on 
the British-Pakistani diaspora – to the point that they are 52 times more 
likely to be stopped and interrogated at UK airports than any other 
minority ethnicity” (Malik, 2015).  

8. Conclusion 

Notwithstanding the impact of internationalism and globalization in 
helping the Pakistani diaspora carve out a social, cultural, political and 
economic space for themselves, aided by advances in communication and 
technology, it is increasingly clear that religion appears to have become 
a defining framework for many migrants. This, in turn, has created 
transnational diasporic networks that are accompanied by their own 
cultural and social baggage. 

As Werbner (2011) argues, “diasporas are made and remade 
historically: they must continuously negotiate their citizenship rights and 
full membership in their adopted nations.” This is especially true for 
those who remain on the cultural and economic fringe. For the rest, and 
for the second and third generations of this diaspora, new forms of 
engagement with Pakistan have begun to emerge: the annual literature 
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festivals held in Lahore and Karachi now have regular London and New 
York editions, while Pakistani plays and films showcased in the West 
help build a counter-narrative to what is propagated about the country – 
not least by the international media. Another positive change is that 
women of Pakistani origin have become more visible at the social, 
political and cultural levels. Finally, given the multicultural environment 
of Western countries and their continued labor requirements for young 
skilled persons, the migration process may suffer some setbacks, but is 
not likely to come to a halt any time soon. 
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The Pakistani diaspora in the United States 

Michael Kugelman*  

1. Introduction 

The US is home to diasporas from many corners of the world. 
Many of them have left, and continue to leave, indelible imprints on 
American society. Most, if not all, major cities in the country boast a 
‘China Town’ or a ‘Little Italy’ and even smaller towns have sizable 
communities with roots to nations as varied as Ethiopia and Vietnam. 
From the most prominent politicians and celebrities to modest small 
business owners and ordinary citizens, the US features representatives 
from a rich array of diasporas. 

In terms of size, Pakistanis do not stand out as a particularly 
prominent diaspora in the US. According to the Migration Policy Institute 
(MPI)’s (2015) profile of the Pakistani-American diaspora (which contains 
some of the most credible and up-to-date figures on different diasporas in 
the country), more than 450,000 Pakistani immigrants and their children 
live in the US.1 Other estimates, including those of the US government, 
put the number at 500,000, if not more (US Department of State, 2015).  

Compare these figures to the Vietnamese-American diaspora 
(nearly 2 million) or the El Salvadorian diaspora (over 2 million). 
America’s largest diaspora populations dwarf that of the Pakistani 
diaspora. There are more than 23 million members of the Mexican 
diaspora in the US, 4.4 million belong to the Chinese diaspora and 
about 3.5 million comprise the Indian diaspora (MPI, 2014; Hooper & 
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Batalova, 2015; Sarkar, 2016). Put more starkly, Pakistan-born residents 
in the US represent merely 0.8 percent of the total US foreign-born 
population (MPI, 2015). Indeed, the Pakistani diaspora is much larger in 
countries such as Saudi Arabia and the UK, both of which host more 
than a million residents of Pakistani origin. 

All this said, the Pakistani diaspora in the US is not one to be taken 
lightly. First, it is growing rapidly. According to a report by the Asian 
American Center for Advancing Justice (AACAJ) (2011), Pakistani-
Americans comprise the second-fastest-growing Asian-American ethnic 
group in the country, their numbers having doubled between 2000 and 
2010 from just over 200,000 to more than 400,000. The US is now the fifth 
most common destination country for Pakistan-born international 
migrants. Second, the Pakistani diaspora has made important 
contributions to US culture and society – contributions so impressive that 
they are disproportionate to the diaspora’s modest size. Third, it has also 
made key contributions to Pakistan – as well as to the volatile US-Pakistan 
relationship – and has the capacity to do even more in this regard. 

2. Literature review 

Few books have been written exclusively about the US-based 
Pakistani diaspora. The most definitive is Portrait of a giving community: 
Philanthropy by the Pakistani-American diaspora by Adil Najam (2006), a 
Pakistani academic and, – by virtue of his teaching positions at several 
Boston-area universities – a member of the Pakistani diaspora in the US. 
Though the book features detailed discussions of Pakistani-American 
views on philanthropy, it also has a broader focus on Pakistanis in the US, 
including a comprehensive history. Besides this, there are two other 
useful books on the Pakistani diaspora in the US. One is Leona Bagai’s 
(1967) The East Indians and Pakistanis in America – a rich, albeit dated, read. 
The other is Angela T. Koenig’s (2004) Pakistani Americans, though this is 
geared toward younger readers.  

Over the last few decades, a series of academic articles and papers 
have been produced on Pakistanis and Pakistani-Americans in the US. 
These include Ghaffar-Kucher’s (2015) work on the religious views of 
Pakistani-American youth. Others have focused on the acculturation 
patterns of Pakistani-American parents and their children (see Khaleque, 
Malik & Rohner, 2015), the implications of Pakistani immigration to the 
US on brain drain in Pakistan (see Orton, 1982), and a case study of 
identity issues among Pakistani-Americans in the city of Rochester, New 
York (see Malik, 1993). 
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The US-based Pakistan diaspora is also the subject of several notable 
fiction books, most famously Mohsin Hamid’s (2007) The reluctant 
fundamentalist, but also Ayad Akhtar’s (2012) American dervish and Ali 
Sethi’s (2009) The wish maker. The chief characters in all three books are 
Pakistanis who either live or have lived in the US. Beyond this, much of 
the material on the US-based Pakistani diaspora is found in newspaper 
articles, on blogs and in other more informal sources. 

3. Pakistanis in the US: A history and general characteristics  

The US-based diaspora has come a long way since 1980, when a mere 
30,000 immigrants from Pakistan were US residents (MPI, 2015). Though 
it has grown in recent years, most of America’s Pakistan-born population 
entered the US before 2000. In fact, Pakistanis began immigrating to the 
US in large numbers after the passage of the US Immigration and 
Nationality Act of 1965, which removed quotas on immigration based on 
national origin – though immigrants from present-day Pakistan have 
been in the US since the 18th century. These early arrivals were heavily 
represented in agriculture, logging, railroad construction and mining. 
This earlier history of Pakistanis and Pakistani-Americans in the US is 
rich and fascinating. For example, in the early 1900s, hundreds of Punjabi 
men married Mexican women in California, leading to a distinct Punjabi-
Mexican-American community (Najam, 2006).  

Nearly two thirds of all Pakistani immigrants in the country are 
American citizens – the third-highest naturalization rate of a group of 15 
diaspora communities studied by the MPI (2015). Breaking down the 
Pakistani diaspora by generation yields additional interesting discoveries. 
First-generation Pakistani immigrants in the US number about 275,000. Of 
these, 63 percent are US citizens (compared to 44 percent for the overall US 
foreign-born population), 91 percent are of working age (aged 18–64) and 
only 5 percent are 65 or older. The median age is 40 – comparable to the 
median age overall in the US, which is about 38, and significantly older than 
the median age in Pakistan, which is about 23 (MPI, 2015; Kugelman, 2014). 

Second-generation Pakistanis in the US – defined by the MPI as US-
born with at least one Pakistan-born parent – number about 180,000. More 
than 60 percent are estimated to have two US-born parents. Second-
generation Pakistani-Americans are considerably younger than their first-
generation counterparts: nearly 80 percent are below the age of 18, with 
only 23 percent of working age. The median age of second-generation 
Pakistani-Americans is nine (MPI, 2015). 

Geographically, most members of the Pakistani diaspora live in the 
states of New York, Texas and California. Houston, Washington, DC, and 
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Chicago – and above all, New York City – are home to the most Pakistani-
Americans. That said, anecdotally speaking, trips to many large and small 
cities in the US routinely reveal the presence of sizeable Pakistani-origin 
communities. 

The Pakistani diaspora in the US reflects all walks of life. It ranges from 
physicians, academics and a modest but slowly growing number of state 
legislators and mayors to race-car drivers (Nur Ali is the first Pakistani to 
serve in this profession) and Washington insiders (Huma Abedin is a close 
adviser to Hillary Clinton). There are also many blue-collar Pakistani-
American workers. According to US census figures, ‘drivers and other 
transportation workers’ constitute the third most common profession 
among Pakistani-Americans (Bloch, Carter & Gebeloff, 2009). 

3.1 A prosperous and well-educated diaspora 

The most common occupations of Pakistani-Americans include the 
affluent careers of medicine, accounting and financial analysis. Overall, 32 
percent of the Pakistani diaspora in the US (compared to 31 percent for 
the US population overall) hold what are classified as professional or 
managerial jobs. These include fields such as engineering, law, science, 
education, finance and human resources. Not surprisingly, research 
shows that the Pakistani diaspora in the US is quite well-off. The AACAJ 
(2011), drawing on US census data and other US government sources, 
claims that the median household income of Pakistani-American families 
is nearly US$63,000. This is considerably higher than for families in 
America overall (about US$51,000).  

The more recent MPI (2015) report yields similar figures – US$60,000 
versus US$50,000. It also provides additional striking data on income 
levels: a third of Pakistani diaspora households report annual incomes 
above US$90,000, which is the threshold for the top 25 percent of all US 
households. Remarkably, 18 percent of Pakistani diaspora households 
have annual incomes exceeding US$140,000 – the threshold for the top 10 
percent of US households.2 Additionally, employment figures for the 
Pakistani diaspora run largely parallel to those for the overall US 
population: 63 percent of those aged 16 or over, versus 64 percent for the 
overall US population, participate in the labor force. The employment rate 
for those in the labor force is 90 percent for the Pakistani diaspora and 91 
percent for the overall population. 

                                                                        
2 This figure is comparable to that of another highly prosperous diaspora in the US – that of 

India, for which more than a quarter of households have annual incomes above US$140,000. 

As affluent as the Pakistani diaspora in the US may be, its Indian counterpart, based on the 
measures highlighted in these pages, is even more so. 
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Not surprisingly, the Pakistani diaspora in the US is remarkably 
well-educated. While the literature differs on the numbers, the bottom 
line is that, on many levels, Pakistani-Americans are better educated than 
the overall American population. According to the AACAJ (2011), 55 
percent hold at least a Bachelor’s degree, which the report contrasts with 
28 percent across the US population overall. The MPI (2015) contends that 
33 percent of the Pakistani diaspora aged 25 or older has a Bachelor’s 
degree; it gives a figure of 20 percent for the general US population. 
Additionally, 23 percent of the Pakistani diaspora in the US aged 25 or 
older has a Master’s degree, ‘an advanced professional degree’ or a PhD, 
while this figure for the general American population is just 11 percent. 

While the high education levels of Pakistani-Americans are 
frequently noted in academic and popular literature, less attention is 
given to when and where they received their education. The conventional 
view is that many Pakistanis left Pakistan to pursue a college or graduate 
degree in the US and settled here after graduating, thereby contributing to 
the ‘brain drain’ phenomenon that has afflicted Pakistan and other 
developing countries for decades. While this is certainly true, there is 
ample nuance to the story. Research shows that, in the 1960s and 1970s, 
many Pakistanis entering the US were already very well-educated, 
suggesting that they had received their college and perhaps even 
graduate degrees in Pakistan. There are clearly various educational paths 
taken by Pakistani-Americans. Some came to the US already holding 
college degrees; others received them after they arrived. At the same time, 
there are Pakistani-Americans – both those born in the US and those who 
migrated from Pakistan – with no college education. 

The Pakistani diaspora in the US has earned a reputation as a 
highly philanthropic and ‘giving’ community, targeting both the US and 
Pakistan. This issue is discussed at length by Najam (2006), based partly 
on a survey of Pakistani-Americans, and reveals some striking data. 
Overall, Pakistani-Americans donate approximately US$250 million in 
cash and in-kind contributions, and nearly 45 million hours to volunteer 
work (equivalent to 25,000 jobs). Of all this philanthropy, 40 percent is 
earmarked to causes in Pakistan, 20 percent is allocated to Pakistani 
causes in the US and the remainder is directed to issues with no relation 
to Pakistan. On average, 3.5 percent of the household incomes of 
Pakistani-Americans go to charity – slightly more than the US national 
average of 3.1 percent. According to Najam (2006), Pakistani-
Americans’ motivation for giving revolves around their desire to help 
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those in need, to assist friends and extended families, and to fulfil a 
religious duty to give.3  

Predictably, remittances from Pakistani-Americans are generous 
relative to the size of the Pakistani diaspora in the US. Drawing on global 
remittances data from the World Bank and demographic data from the 
United Nations, the MPI concludes that, in 2012 (the most recent year for 
which information is available), remittances to Pakistan from its US-based 
diaspora were valued at US$1.1 billion out of a total of US$14 billion in 
remittances to Pakistan from around the world. Only five other Pakistani 
diasporas – those in Saudi Arabia, India, the UAE, the UK and Qatar – 
provided more. 

3.2 The limits of affluence 

Given all this, an important caveat is in order: The Pakistani 
diaspora in the US is not an entirely affluent group.4 True, there is a 
preponderance of doctors, financial analysts and other well-
compensated professions in this diaspora. True, household incomes 
tend to be high. True, one does not find low-income areas or slums in 
the US populated predominantly by people of Pakistani origin and one 
rarely comes across a Pakistani-American homeless person. 
Nonetheless, there is another side to this story. 

The AACAJ (2011) notes that 15 percent of Pakistani-Americans fall 
below the poverty line – about the same rate as for the American 
population overall. Similarly, the unemployment rate for the diaspora – 8 
percent for those aged 16 and older – also reflects the rate for the total US 
population. On several measures, Pakistani-Americans are considerably 
worse off than the general US population. Only 55 percent are 
homeowners, compared to the nationwide figure of 66 percent. Their per 
capita income is about US$24,700, compared to US$27,100 for the total 
population. About 23 percent of Pakistani-Americans have no health 
insurance, which ties them with Bangladeshi-Americans for the highest 
percentage of any Asian-American ethnic group. This is significantly 
higher than the national figure, which according to some estimates is 
about 10 percent (down from 15 percent in 2012) (Flores, 2015). 

What can we make of this? On the one hand, many members of any 
immigrant group will face challenges as they adjust to their new home 

                                                                        
3 For more information on levels of education among Pakistani-Americans newly arrived in 

the US, see Samad (2013) and Oda (2009). For figures on the philanthropy of Pakistani-

Americans, see Najam (2006, pp. 176–179, 137–139). 
4 This section is drawn in part from Kugelman (2012a). 
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country. While some proportion of Pakistani-Americans were born in the 
US, the majority (about 65 percent) were not. For much of the community, 
therefore, the adjustment period is very much in the present. 
Additionally, one cannot forget about the large number of blue-collar 
Pakistani-American workers, particularly taxicab drivers. As noted 
earlier, ‘drivers and other transportation workers’ constitute the third 
most common profession of Pakistani-Americans. The New York Taxi 
Workers Alliance, a union that represents cab drivers in New York City 
(where Pakistanis are heavily represented), contends that employees earn 
below the New York state minimum wage for a 12-hour shift as well as 
the New York City living wage (by 40 percent).  

In sum, the Pakistani diaspora in the US may be prosperous and 
philanthropic, but many of its members are anchored in the working 
class. These socioeconomic differences mark just one of the ways in which 
the country’s Pakistani diaspora is a diverse one. It is by no means a 
monolith.  

4. Discrimination and harassment: The dark side of the Pakistani-

American experience 

Relative to Pakistani diaspora experiences elsewhere in the world, 
Pakistanis in the US are generally in a good place. They tend to be more 
well-off than those in the UK, for example. A Demos study from 2015 
finds that nearly 60 percent of British-Pakistanis live in relative poverty 
and that many of them “are clustered in low-skills professions” (in 
contrast to British-Indians, who were found to enjoy lower levels of 
relative poverty and are more highly represented in high-skills jobs) – 
findings that Demos attributes to a variety of factors, including the 
relatively low education levels of immigrants coming to the UK from 
Pakistan since 1997 and the fact that many British-Pakistanis live in 
northern England, a region that lacks the prosperity of other parts of the 
country, particularly the south. Additionally, living conditions and the 
quality of life among Pakistani-Americans are generally better than those 
serving as migrant laborers in the Gulf region.  

Still, there are problems, including very real concerns about, and 
documented cases of, harassment and discrimination of Pakistani-
Americans. This treatment is largely rooted in anti-Muslim, not anti-
Pakistan, sentiment. In the US, awareness of Pakistan is very low 
(anecdotally, Americans have sometimes been heard referring mistakenly 
to Pakistanis as Palestinians). The common American’s view of Pakistan 
tends to be shaped by US mainstream media coverage of the country, 
which can be superficial and even reductive, and much of this media 
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focus revolves around terrorism and violence in Pakistan. The American 
public’s perception of Pakistan is, therefore, often negative, yet the 
relative lack of familiarity with Pakistan rules out the likelihood of the 
development of strong, anti-Pakistan narratives resulting in organized 
campaigns of discrimination. 

Conversely, anti-Muslim sentiment in the US has been stark and 
extensive in recent years: it was expressed openly and repeatedly on the 
2016 presidential election campaign trail. Donald Trump, along with other 
Republican candidates at the time, such as Ted Cruz, consistently made 
deeply critical comments about Muslims. Trump’s election victory in 
November 2016 sparked fresh concern about new challenges for Muslims in 
the US. At the same time, anti-Muslim sentiment in the country spiked 
amid increasing levels of attacks claimed by the Islamic State terror group 
in 2015 and 2016 (Stack, 2016). As a result, Pakistani-Americans – even those 
who may not be Muslim – are invariably affected by the disturbingly high 
levels of anti-Muslim sentiment in the US seen in recent years.  

For the Pakistani diaspora, this ugly side of life in the US can be 
traced back to the immediate post-9/11 era. As one writer explains: 

Like other American Muslim communities, Pakistanis faced a 
backlash of discrimination in the aftermath of September 11, 
including a scattering of attacks on individuals and 
desecrations of places of worship. Some Pakistani community 
leaders have complained of being singled out by law 
enforcement and airport security based solely on their accent, 
appearance, or national origin (Ciment, 2015, p. 534). 

The Southern Poverty Law Center, a US anti-hate crime organization, 
submitted a list of anti-Muslim hate crimes and bias incidents to the US 
Senate in 2011. Strikingly, these included eight incidents that targeted 
Pakistanis over a 14-month period after the September 11 attacks. 
Discrimination against Pakistani-Americans is often manifested in 
nonviolent instances as well. Nearly a decade after 9/11, some Pakistani 
merchants and jobseekers in New York City were found posing as Indians 
to avoid discrimination. This came several years after Pakistani-American 
steelworkers in Pennsylvania won a lawsuit alleging that their employer 
had harassed them repeatedly for their national origin and religion (Siew, 
2010; US Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, 2003). 

There are no known publicly available, exclusive studies on 
discrimination and harassment of Pakistani-Americans or Pakistanis in 
the US. What has been produced on this topic tends to be included in 
larger studies of discrimination and harassment of Muslim Americans or 
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Muslims in the US. One of the latest such studies, based on data gathered 
between March 2015 and March 2016, concluded that an increase in 
violence against Muslims coincided with the 2016 US presidential election 
campaign. The report found a surge in anti-Muslim hate crimes at the end 
of 2015, which happened to be when Trump first called for a ban on 
Muslims entering the US. There are few references to Pakistanis or 
Pakistani-Americans in the report, though it is often not explicit about 
countries of origin when referring to specific victims of anti-Muslim 
sentiment or actions (see Abdelkader, 2016). 

Ultimately, while statistics on the discrimination towards Pakistani-
Americans and Pakistanis in the US are elusive, the bottom line is that 
they do face hardships in this regard, even if not on the levels experienced 
by Pakistani diaspora members in other parts of the world. Such 
treatment is, of course, reprehensible, but particularly so because (as I 
explain later in this chapter), Pakistanis in the US do not pose a terror 
threat and only on the rarest of occasions do they become terror threats or 
actual terrorists.  

The overwhelming degree to which Pakistanis in the US are law-
abiding, peaceful residents was captured in the aftermath of a horrific 
massacre at a gay nightclub in Orlando, Florida, in June 2016 – the 
deadliest gun massacre in US history. Omar Mateen, the killer, was an 
American Muslim, which is unusual for mass shootings in the US. Soon 
after the tragedy, word emerged that, several years earlier, someone had 
reported Mateen to the FBI on discovering that he had praised Anwar al-
Awlaki, the late Yemeni-American Al-Qaeda leader. The man who 
reported Mateen to the FBI was Muhammad Malik, a Pakistani-American 
entrepreneur who came to the US in 1979 when he was six years old. In 
an essay for the Washington Post, Malik explained his decision: 

I had told the FBI about Omar because my community, and 
Muslims generally, have nothing to hide. I love this country, 
like most Muslims that I know. I don’t agree with every 
government policy … but I’m proud to be an American. I vote. 
I volunteer. I teach my children to treat all people kindly. Our 
families came here because it is full of opportunity – a place 
where getting a job is about what you know, not who you 
know. It’s a better country to raise children than someplace 
where the electricity is out for 18 hours a day, where 
politicians are totally corrupt, or where the leader is a dictator 
(Malik, 2016). 
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The words are Malik’s, but they could have been written by many of 
the other 450,000 Pakistanis in the US as well. 

5. Contributions to US culture and society  

Pakistani-Americans are known for their financial and charitable 
contributions, but they also do their part in contributing to the broader 
social fabric of the US – some through single actions, others through long 
and sustained efforts.  

5.1 Some snapshots 

The following offer some representative examples.5  

 Fatima Ali, a rising culinary star, became a top chef at a prestigious 
New York restaurant, Café Centro. Her specialty, appropriately 
enough, is Pakistan-spiced Western fare. It is a combination that 
won her first prize on the American cooking show Chopped. In late 
2015, she launched VanPakistan, which emphasizes modern 
Pakistani cuisine. 

 Muzaffar Siddiqi is a Texas-based police officer. After the 9/11 
attacks, he worked with the Houston police department to 
strengthen ties with the city’s sizable Muslim community. Siddiqi’s 
work attracted the attention of President Barack Obama, whom he 
eventually met, and it has also inspired other area Pakistanis to join 
the Houston police force (Imtiaz, 2012). (Houston and the 
surrounding area has more Pakistani-Americans than any other 
region in the US outside the New York City area.) 

 Shahid Shafi is a well-respected doctor in Texas who has long 
championed interfaith harmony and religious tolerance. In 2014, he 
stood for office to become a councilman in his town. “When I ran for 
office,” he wrote in an op-ed for the Dallas Star-Telegram in 2015, 
“many people did not believe that a Muslim had any chance of 
winning an election in this country in the current atmosphere. I 
disagreed because I believe that in this country, it matters not where 
you come from. It only matters where you are going.” Consequently, 
Shafi was elected. “Only in America is it possible for a brown, Muslim 
immigrant with an accent to win an election,” he said (Shafi, 2015). 

Pakistani-Americans have also made major contributions to 
American sports (in addition to Nur Ali, the first Pakistani to serve in the 
US race-car driver circuit, there is Shahid Khan, the owner of the 

                                                                        
5 Some of these vignettes are drawn from Kugelman (2013a). 
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Jacksonville Jaguars, a team in the National Football League) and Silicon 
Valley (Ashar Aziz runs the highly regarded FireEye cyber security firm, 
the highest ranked Silicon Valley venture capital deals).  

5.2 Academia 

The Pakistani diaspora’s contributions to academia in the US are 
particularly worthy of attention, both for their high quality and breadth. 
The list below is meant to convey the wide array of top-notch 
contributions made by Pakistani and Pakistani-American academics in 
the country. 

 Gul Agha is a professor of computer science at the University of 
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. He has also served as a fellow of the 
Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers and is known for 
his work on the actor model of concurrent computation. 

 Madiha Afzal is an assistant professor at the University of 
Maryland, who also writes regularly for major news outlets in the 
US and Pakistan. Her work examines links between education and 
radicalization, including in Pakistan. 

 Akbar Ahmed is the Ibn Khaldun Chair of Islamic Studies at 
American University and was also the first Distinguished Chair of 
Middle East and Islamic Studies at the US Naval Academy. He has 
been a leader in interfaith dialogue and, along with Judea Pearl (the 
father of Daniel Pearl, the Wall Street journalist kidnapped and 
killed in Pakistan in 2002), he has held public dialogues on 
interfaith harmony and anti-discrimination. Many of his 
publications focus on Islam in Europe. 

 Ayesha Jalal is Mary Richardson Professor of History at Tufts 
University. She has also held a prestigious MacArthur fellowship. 
Her work deals mostly with Muslim identities, colonial history and 
modern South Asian politics. She is one of the few prominent 
Pakistani academics in the US – in addition to Adil Najam – to have 
published books on Pakistan, one of which is The struggle for 
Pakistan: A Muslim homeland and global politics. 

 Nergis Mavalvala is the Curtis and Kathleen Marble Professor of 
Astrophysics at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and 
earned widespread acclaim in 2016 when she became the first 
person to prove Einstein’s theory of gravitational waves. Like Jalal, 
she has also held a MacArthur fellowship.  

 Atif Mian is Theodore A. Wells ’29 Professor of Economics and 
Public Affairs at Princeton University. His work studies the 
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connections between finance and the macroeconomy, and includes 
the book House of debt, which draws on new data to show how a 
large run-up of household debt sparked the global Great Recession 
from 2007 to 2009. 

 Adil Najam is the dean of the Pardee School of Global Studies at 
Boston University. He is a leading expert not just on Pakistani-
Americans, but also on environmental policy in the developing 
world, particularly in the context of climate change. He has 
produced numerous influential academic works, including but not 
limited to Portrait of a giving community. 

5.3 International financial institutions 

The Pakistani diaspora is well represented on prominent levels in 
Washington, DC-based international financial institutions such as the 
World Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF). Many of these 
individuals have also held senior positions in public service or the private 
sector in Pakistan. A small sample follows below. 

 Masood Ahmed was the long-time director of the Middle East and 
Central Asia Department at the IMF. He has also held senior positions 
at the World Bank. In 2016, he was announced as the new director of 
the Center for Global Development, a think-tank in Washington, DC 
that specializes in research on international development. 

 Ziad Alahdad is a former director of operations at the World Bank. 
He was also a World Bank chief of mission and energy advisor in 
several countries, including Pakistan. Prior to his World Bank 
career, he held senior positions in Pakistan’s natural gas and 
automotive industries. 

 Shahid Javed Burki, an economist who has published multiple 
books on Pakistan and international affairs more broadly, is a 
former World Bank vice-president. He has also served as Pakistan’s 
interim finance minister. 

 Zubair Iqbal has worked at the IMF for over three decades as 
assistant director of the Middle East and Central Asia Department. 
More recently, he has been affiliated with the Middle East Institute 
in Washington, DC, where his work included research on 
Pakistan’s economy. 

 Moeen Qureshi, who passed away in 2016, served as an executive 
vice-president at the IMF and later as senior vice-president at the 
World Bank. He was Pakistan’s interim Prime Minister for several 
months in 1993. 
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5.4 The diaspora in Texas and Chicago 

Case studies of the diaspora in two very different parts of the US also 
illustrate the many contributions that Pakistani-Americans make to the 
country.6  

5.4.1 Tyler, Texas  

Tyler is a small city of about 100,000, located about 150 km from 
Dallas, Texas. About 100 Pakistani families live in Tyler. Many of them 
are well-off and live in a fabulously wealthy part of town that could easily 
pass for the tony Beverly Hills region in California. In effect, when it 
comes to the socioeconomic pecking order in this small Texas city, 
Pakistanis are kings of the hill. 

During a visit in 2015, my hosts were two Pakistanis – one, a 
professor at the University of Texas campus in Tyler; the other (his wife), 
an independent journalist and researcher. Their experiences in Tyler are 
representative of other Pakistanis in the city and elsewhere across the US. 
While they favour local staples such as fajitas, they retain culinary links to 
Pakistan by cooking parathas and frequenting a local establishment that 
offers authentic tea from Peshawar. They also make periodic visits to a 
halal grocery shop in Dallas to purchase Pakistani kebabs. 

5.4.2 Chicago, Illinois 

There are few places, if any, that encapsulate Pakistani-American 
contributions to US politics, culture and economics than Chicago, Illinois. 
The city is home to nearly 100,000 Pakistanis and part of a major 
thoroughfare, Devon Avenue, is named Muhammad Ali Jinnah Way.7 
Chicago is also the US headquarters for two of the largest Pakistan-
focused NGOs: The Citizens Foundation and the Human Development 
Foundation. In 2010, Chicago’s Pakistani organizations united to organize 
flood relief funding for Pakistan. Not surprisingly, Chicago has a sister-
city arrangement with Lahore (though some say Karachi would be a 
better match). 

A range of Pakistanis in Chicago are at the top of their respective fields: 

 The medical community features Teepu Siddique, who teaches at 
Northwestern University Medical School, conducts research on ALS 
and has been described by his peers as a future Nobel Prize winner. 

                                                                        
6 These case studies are drawn in part from Kugelman (2013b, 2015). 
7 For a rich account of this ‘Little Pakistan’, see MacFarquhar (2006).  
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 The business world features Mehmood Khan, chief scientific officer 
and a senior executive at Pepsico. He is also one of the highest-
ranking Pakistanis in corporate America. M. Zia Hassan, dean 
emeritus of the Illinois Institute of Technology’s business school, 
has an endowed chair of business in his name. There is no other 
such chair named for a Pakistani anywhere else in America. 

 There is the Pakistan Club, an initiative of the University of 
Chicago’s prestigious Booth School of Business. Many members are 
Pakistani-American Booth alums and now highly successful 
Chicago investors and financiers. One of them, Rizwan Kadir, has 
worked as a trader for several years and was urged 
(unsuccessfully) by Pakistani-Chicagoans to run for the US 
Congressional seat vacated by Rahm Emanuel.  

Other Pakistanis in Chicago have opted for public service. Tariq 
Malhance is the chief financial officer of Cook County, which 
encompasses Chicago and is the second largest county in the US. Before 
this, he served as the comptroller of Chicago – making him the highest-
ranking Pakistani city official in America. The current comptroller, Amer 
Ahmad, is another Pakistani. Within the legal realm, Pamela Leeming – a 
Christian Pakistani-American – is a Cook County judge and the first 
Pakistani in America to be elected or appointed to a judgeship. 

As for architecture, Chicago boasts two of America’s most iconic 
skyscrapers – the Willis Tower (formerly the Sears Tower) and the 
Hancock Building, both of which were designed by Pakistan-born Fazlur 
Rahman Khan. In cricket, which is admittedly not an institution 
synonymous with American culture, Chicago boasts an unusually 
dynamic cricket scene, sustained largely by the Pakistani-American 
community. In the 1970s, the US fielded an associate team in the Cricket 
World Cup. The squad was captained by Masood Chic, a Chicagoan of 
Pakistani origin. 

6. Not a security threat 

Admittedly, the story of Pakistanis in Chicago has a dark side. David 
Headley and Tahawwur Hussain Rana, both imprisoned for their 
involvement in the 2008 Mumbai terror attacks, are from the city. A 
Chicago taxi driver, Raja Lahrasib Khan, was charged by the FBI with 
providing funds to Al Qaeda. In 2010, as these allegations surfaced – and 
as news emerged of a Pakistani-American’s attempt to bomb Times Square 
in New York – some Pakistanis in Chicago admitted to being embarrassed 
or apologetic about their heritage (‘Pakistani-Americans’, 2010). 
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However, these are anomalies and do not detract from the larger 
theme at play – Pakistani-Americans making positive, highly visible 
contributions in a major American city. They are also anomalies in a 
broader national context. For all the talk of the threat of home-grown 
extremism and militancy in the US, its Pakistani diaspora does not 
produce terrorists. Of the more than 450,000 Pakistani-Americans or 
Pakistanis in the country, only a handful have ever staged or attempted to 
stage an attack. They include Faisal Shahzad, who attempted to blow up 
Times Square in 2010; Mir Aimal Kansi, who opened fire in the parking 
lot of the CIA headquarters in 1993; and Ramzi Yousef, a perpetrator of 
the first attack on the World Trade Center in New York in 1993. More 
recently, Tashfeen Malik and her husband, Syed Rizwan Farook, attacked 
a facility for the disabled in California in 2015. 

7. Modest contribution to US politics 

The Pakistani diaspora has left a small imprint on US politics in 
terms of lobbying or representation as elected officials. The number of 
Pakistani-Americans in state and local politics has grown in recent years, 
but is still relatively modest (Haq, 2009). 

Several explanations may help account for this reality. The first factor 
is the size of the diaspora. Compared to the Indian, Chinese and 
Central/Latin American diasporas in the US, all of which have more 
sizable representation in politics, the Pakistani diaspora simply does not 
have the numbers. If, however, the Pakistani-American community 
continues to grow at its current rapid rate, then more of its members 
might enter the political realm in coming years. 

Second, anecdotally speaking, many Pakistani-Americans have said 
that they are uncomfortable with the idea of entering US politics 
because of fears of anti-Muslim discrimination. Acquiring a public 
profile, they feel, would make them more vulnerable to such treatment. 
Certainly, some members of the Pakistani diaspora in the US have 
shrugged off such qualms and gone on to enjoy successful careers in 
public service. Others, such as Shahid Shafi (highlighted above), have 
used their platforms as elected officials to call for more religious 
tolerance. Still, these understandable concerns about anti-Muslim 
sentiment hold many back. 

A third factor explaining the relatively small role of Pakistani-
Americans in US politics – one that is also tied to the issue of the 
diaspora’s relatively small lobbying presence in the country – is anti-
Pakistan sentiment. This is defined less as hostility toward the Pakistani 
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people and more toward Pakistan’s policies. Such sentiment is strong in 
Washington, DC – particularly on Capitol Hill, where lobbyists target 
much of their efforts – and deepened after Osama Bin Laden was 
discovered hiding in Pakistan in 2011. Given this state of affairs, those 
seeking to advocate on behalf of Pakistani-Americans, for Pakistan or for 
US–Pakistan relations struggle in the face of such a challenging 
environment. This difficult climate intensified over the course of 2016 as 
the US made two key decisions. First, the House of Representatives 
passed legislation that imposed strict conditions on future military aid to 
Pakistan (‘US House decides’, 2016). Second, Washington refused to 
subsidize the sale of eight F16 jets to Pakistan (Upadhyay, 2016). Both 
actions dealt a blow to US–Pakistan relations, which had improved 
considerably since a particularly bad spell in 2011 and 2012.  

Many Pakistan watchers in Washington believe that, with the US no 
longer fighting a combat war in neighboring Afghanistan and US military 
forces having downsized their presence in that country, America has less 
incentive to seek a deep partnership with Pakistan. In turn, many 
Pakistan analysts in the US argue that Washington need no longer be as 
cautious about upsetting Pakistan and should not, therefore, hesitate to 
favor sticks over carrots in efforts to get Islamabad to crack down harder 
against terrorism and violent extremism (see Markey, 2016; Smith, 2016; 
Khalilzad, 2016). The US decision in May 2016 to launch a drone strike on 
Afghan Taliban leader Mullah Mansour in Balochistan – the first time a 
US drone had targeted the province – may have been indicative of a 
tougher US policy toward Pakistan.  

In any case, all these considerations suggest that anti-Pakistan 
sentiment in Washington could remain entrenched – or even intensify – 
for the foreseeable future. More sympathetic voices for US–Pakistan 
relations, particularly in the US State Department and USAID, could well 
be drowned out by an emerging zeitgeist disinclined to explore deeper 
partnership with Pakistan. Islamabad is aware of this increasingly 
difficult environment: in June 2016, media reports surfaced that the 
Pakistan government had decided to hire lobbyists in Washington to help 
improve the country’s image (Malik, 2016).  

Diasporas such as India’s simply do not face such challenges on the 
same scale, which makes it easier for them to engage in lobbying efforts. 
Indian officials even claim that the India Caucus in the US House of 
Representatives – a group of Congressmen with a shared interest in India 
– is the largest country-specific caucus on Capitol Hill (‘India-Caucus’, 
2015). An additional complication in this regard is the lack of unity within 
the US-based Pakistani diaspora, which hampers its ability to speak with 
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one voice and, consequently, to lobby as successfully. While some within 
the diaspora are keen to advocate for Pakistan and US–Pakistan causes, 
others are staunchly against doing so – and those who do wish to do so 
often disagree on how it should be done. 

All this helps explain why the most prominent and influential 
Pakistani diaspora organizations in the US, such as the Association of 
Physicians of Pakistani Descent of North America and the Organization 
of Pakistani Entrepreneurs of North America, are not political. Some, such 
as various chapters of the Pakistani American Association, promote 
Pakistani culture in the US. Others, such as the Pakistan American 
Business Association, advocate business ties between the two countries.  

To be sure, there are exceptions. The American Pakistan Foundation, 
for example, is meant to spark support for projects boosting US–Pakistan 
relations and causes in Pakistan. Top officials from both countries, 
including the former US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, spoke at the 
group’s launch event in 2009. Other groups, such as the Council on 
Pakistan Relations, have served as wholly independent lobby 
organizations, but with relatively limited reach on Capitol Hill. 

8. Contributions to Pakistan 

Just as the Pakistani diaspora in the US is diverse in a socioeconomic 
context, it is as well in terms of political outlook. Some Pakistani-
Americans, particularly the younger generations born in the US, retain 
relatively few links to Pakistan and prefer to focus on their lives and 
identities as Americans. Many others, however, have very strong links to 
Pakistan and particularly to its political scene. There are radio stations 
such as Radio Hot Pepper in Dallas that cater to the diaspora population 
and feature spirited discussions between host and callers on various 
matters of Pakistani politics.  

Meanwhile, major Pakistani politicians attract considerable support 
and attention among Pakistani-Americans. Several years ago, Imran 
Khan’s party, the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaaf, planned a major jalsa 
(political rally) in New York City (although it was eventually cancelled). 
When former President Pervez Musharraf gave a public address at the 
Wilson Center in Washington, DC, in 2011, his talk attracted droves of 
Pakistani-Americans (Kugelman, 2011). Not surprisingly, there are some 
Pakistani-Americans, particularly lower-income, less assimilated ones, 
who suggest that they are not sufficiently comfortable in the US and 
intend to return to Pakistan for good one day (Rehman, 2015). 
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8.1 Advocacy for social causes 

These strong links to Pakistan help explain why many members of 
the diaspora are heavily involved in advocacy, not necessarily for US-
Pakistan relations, but more so for social issues in Pakistan. Across the 
US, Pakistani-Americans have joined in solidarity with Pakistan after 
particularly traumatic terror attacks by holding candlelight vigils and 
calling for more robust Pakistani policies to combat terrorism. Some 
Pakistani-Americans have said that the 2014 school massacre in Peshawar 
prompted them to become more involved in campaigns against terrorism 
in Pakistan. There has also been concern within the Pakistani-American 
community about brutal attacks on religious minorities in Pakistan (see 
Constable, 2015). 

Tellingly, the Pakistani human rights activist Jibran Nasir has sought 
to galvanize Pakistani-Americans. In 2015, he made a long trip to the US, 
speaking on college campuses and to diaspora groups and calling on 
Pakistani-Americans to help his cause. His hope was that they would 
decide to actively support anti-terrorism causes and advocate for more 
liberal policies in Pakistan “instead of simply donating money.” His 
reasoning was simple: “Pakistanis here [in the US] can be more vocal 
because there is no threat to their life” (Parvini, 2015). 

8.2 Returning to Pakistan 

Among the Pakistani-American diaspora, many retain sufficiently 
strong links to Pakistan to visit the country for reasons other than 
weddings or to see family.8 Of those Pakistanis who came to the US to go 
to university or to work, many have ended up staying, while others – 
including some who grew up in the US or stayed there long – have 
chosen to return to Pakistan to do something meaningful. Roshaneh 
Zafar, founder of the venerable Kashf Foundation, is a prominent 
example. She came to America for her undergraduate and graduate 
degrees and then returned to Pakistan, not to pursue a career in politics or 
corporate finance, but rather to work directly with the Pakistani people – 
in her case, nearly 300,000 low-income women.  

There are many others like her. There are also Pakistanis who have 
had long and successful careers in the US, such as in academia or business, 
and returned to Pakistan to do similar things. Some Pakistani-Americans – 
including those who otherwise rarely visit Pakistan – have spent extended 
periods there to provide relief assistance after floods or other natural 
disasters. Also of note are those who have established themselves in the US 
                                                                        
8 This section is drawn in part from Kugelman (2012b). 
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as entrepreneurs and then gone to Pakistan to donate their products, 
which range from solar-powered lanterns to IT gadgets. Entrepreneurship 
is an effective way for Pakistani-Americans to channel their expertise and 
capital into useful outcomes in Pakistan, particularly because private 
sector efforts are often more efficient than those tied to governments and 
the bureaucratic hassles associated with them.  

Fortuitously, there are institutions in the US that help build 
entrepreneurial capacity within the Pakistani diaspora. Pakathon is an 
organization that seeks to cultivate and mobilize entrepreneurship among 
young Pakistani-Americans and targets projects related to education, 
health, disaster relief, violence prevention, energy and agriculture – in 
effect, some of Pakistan’s greatest challenges. Every year, Pakathon hosts 
a “hackathon,” which generally refers to a large gathering of people to 
discuss possible collaborations: in this case, it entails Pakistani-American 
students and young professionals developing and pitching project ideas 
to a panel of Pakathon mentors. The winning teams then present their 
ideas to a larger audience and compete for funding, the goal being to 
establish successful for-profit social ventures in Pakistan (Shoaib, 2013). 

There are also cases of young US-born-and-raised Pakistani-
Americans – often fresh graduates – who are seized with a sudden desire 
to go to Pakistan and engage in humanitarian work. The motivation 
driving these returnees ranges from wanting to learn more about, or 
simply to experience, their heritage and country of origin to taking 
advantage of employment opportunities that do not exist in the US or 
contributing to Pakistan’s economic development (Abbas, 2009). 
Regardless of their motivation, their decision to return is an admirable 
one. Pakistan needs to strengthen its institutions, both state and private, 
so that there is a greater ability and will to respond to people’s basic 
needs. If diaspora members choose to leave stable and comfortable lives 
in America and come to Pakistan to help strengthen these institutions, 
then all the better.  

All this said, while Pakistani-Americans have signaled their desire to 
maintain and even ramp up contributions and assistance to Pakistan, 
several factors pose challenges in this regard. In his survey of Pakistani-
Americans, Najam (2006) finds that many respondents mistrust Pakistan’s 
civic sector, experience practical difficulties – from vague US rules on 
giving abroad to a dearth of mechanisms to transfer funds to Pakistan – 
and have insufficient information on Pakistan’s philanthropic 
organizations (pp. 181–182).  
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9. Contributions to US-Pakistan relations 

Both the US and Pakistan governments have long sought to capitalize 
on this diaspora to help boost relations between the two countries. 
Pakistani-Americans are, after all, a natural bridge owing to their familiarity 
with and understanding of both countries as well as to their considerable 
skills and expertise that can be shared with people in Pakistan.  

9.1 Facilitating unofficial, people-to-people ties 

In the context of US–Pakistan relations, the greatest value of the 
Pakistani diaspora in the US lies not in trying to stabilize the political 
aspects of the official, government-to-government relationship, but rather 
in facilitating and deepening unofficial people-to-people relationships 
that can build trust and help boost overall relations (Kugelman, 2012d). 
Historically, this unofficial side of US–Pakistan relations has flourished 
even while the official side has floundered. Consider all the educational 
exchanges over the years (Pakistan’s Fulbright program is the largest of 
any country) as well as the arts (years ago, Hollywood stars flocked to 
Pakistan to make movies) and business exchanges.  

This engagement is not that surprising: despite their many 
differences, the two countries – from their pious citizens and ultra-
partisan politics to their powerful private media channels – are quite 
similar (Kugelman, 2012c). The Pakistani diaspora in the US is poised to 
capitalize on all this goodwill-infused private engagement – and to 
expand it as well. Today, a great majority of US–Pakistan relations are 
government-to-government, which might help explain why the overall 
relationship is so often held hostage by mistrust and hostility, sentiments 
that are far less pronounced in unofficial, people-to-people relations. 

10. Recommendations from the diaspora  

In 2012, a group of diaspora members participated in a roundtable 
discussion at the Wilson Center on how Pakistani-Americans could boost 
US–Pakistan relations through unofficial channels. Some of their 
recommendations (which were not necessarily endorsed by the entire 
group) are given below. 

 Basic exchanges. The Pakistani diaspora could facilitate new 
partnerships between universities in both countries, with an 
emphasis on online courses and virtual classrooms to ensure 
sustained interaction from afar. US government speakers’ 
programs could take advantage of Pakistani-Americans visiting 
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Pakistan by inviting them to speak at a Pakistani school or 
community center. Pakistani-Americans could pursue ‘sister city’ 
arrangements with their town or city of origin in Pakistan. 

 Knowledge sharing. Pakistani-Americans have many skills that are in 
high demand in Pakistan – from IT and accounting to law and 
human resource management. These diaspora members could offer 
training seminars, online learning or other resources to students 
and professionals in Pakistan to help strengthen the country’s 
capacity in such areas. 

 Improved mechanisms for investment. The Pakistani diaspora could 
help the US aid community – encompassing the government and 
private donors – better understand Pakistan by providing 
information about social welfare networks and social entrepreneurs 
there. In addition, the US government could help Pakistani-
Americans prepare better for investing and giving in Pakistan by 
publishing lists of reputable, trustworthy civil society groups and 
other institutions in the country’s development sector. 

 Trade and investment cooperation. Partnerships in this area could 
boost Pakistan’s economy and generate employment and, in so 
doing, help dampen the appeal of extremism – a major objective of 
US policy on Pakistan. The Pakistani diaspora in the US could 
contribute by sharing information on business strategies and 
management skills and investing directly in Pakistani enterprises. 
The diaspora could also organize trade and investment delegations 
to and from the US and facilitate formal engagement between the 
Office of the US Trade Representative and Pakistan’s Department 
of Commerce. Such interaction might take the form of roundtable 
discussions on critical areas of need such as energy, agribusiness, 
ICT, health and education. Finally, Pakistani-American business 
leaders could fund market research studies that help identify 
Pakistan’s market potential in key sectors and share these 
opportunities with American firms.  

Admittedly, such efforts will face many obstacles. One is a 
procedural matter: specifically, who will coordinate these activities on 
behalf of the US government (and Pakistan government) and the 
Pakistani diaspora? Many Pakistani-Americans would be keen to 
participate in these efforts and many have already done so 
independently. As a group, however, they are not the most well-
organized community and a likely concern would be how to ensure that 
those participating in such efforts present a common front. Additionally, 
as noted earlier, surveys of Pakistani-Americans reveal significant levels 
of mistrust toward nongovernment and philanthropic organizations in 
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Pakistan – important players with whom the diaspora would need to 
engage to carry out the activities mentioned above (see Najam, 2006, pp. 
146–147). On the other hand, some of the suggestions above are meant to 
address the very concerns raised in these surveys. 

In the end, these efforts are very much worth pursuing for the sake of 
US–Pakistan relations and for Pakistan as well. By transferring skills, 
knowledge and capital to Pakistan, the dynamic and accomplished 
Pakistani-American community gives back to a country struggling to 
manage the consequences of brain drain – a phenomenon exacerbated in 
no small part by the growing ranks of its global diaspora.  

Finally, Pakistani-Americans could help improve US–Pakistan 
relations on a much more basic level simply by explaining Pakistan to 
America. Indeed, Pakistani-Americans are well-placed to help the US 
public better understand Pakistan, given that most Americans get their 
information on Pakistan through media coverage, which tends to be 
reductive. This could be done by visiting elementary schools to talk about 
Pakistani cuisine, art and music; by giving talks at libraries and 
community centers on various Pakistan-themed topics; or even by 
teaching evening classes at community colleges.  

Providing such knowledge would help reduce ignorance and 
mistrust in the US vis-à-vis Pakistan and ultimately serve as a boon for 
the US–Pakistan relationship. Given the tensions that engulfed the 
bilateral relationship in 2016 and the strong possibility, as detailed earlier, 
that US–Pakistan relations are poised for a period of extended volatility, 
diaspora-led efforts to promote understanding between the two countries 
have never been more valuable or worthwhile.  

11. Conclusion 

The Pakistani diaspora in the US is nowhere close to being the largest 
in the country, although it is growing fast and making its mark on 
American culture and society. It is also a strikingly well-educated and 
well-off diaspora, adding to its significance, even as it is important to 
acknowledge that many Pakistani-Americans are far from affluent and 
that they experience discrimination and harassment. Additionally, the 
Pakistani diaspora in the US does not make a significant contribution to 
US politics, though it does have a modest presence in the US political 
scene. Importantly, this diaspora contributes to Pakistan by advocating on 
social issues and through direct assistance on a variety of levels. This 
strong level of engagement with Pakistan can and should be leveraged 
into the broader US–Pakistan relationship. This entails the Pakistani 



The Pakistani diaspora: Corridors of uncertainty and opportunity 69 

diaspora serving as a bridge between the two countries and helping 
increase unofficial, person-to-person exchanges, thereby building greater 
mutual trust and confidence. 

This chapter has sought to provide an overview of the Pakistani 
diaspora in America – an aspect of the broader Pakistani diaspora on 
which serious scholarship is lacking. While ample work has been done on 
Muslim-Americans, both past and present, and while there has been 
much output on other, larger diaspora communities in the US, there are 
relatively few serious studies on Pakistani-Americans and Pakistanis in 
the US outside of newspaper articles and other informal literature. More 
serious research is of the essence. 
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4 

The Pakistan–Europe corridor 

Fareeha Zafar* 

1. Introduction 

Migration from Pakistan to Europe has progressed through three 
clearly defined phases. The first can be linked to the demand for cheap 
labor in Europe as it recovered from the ravages of the Second World 
War. Passports became a travel requirement only after the First World 
War and few additional documents were necessary until the 1960s. This 
allowed the working class, adventurers and the wealthy from the colonies 
to move freely.1 Following the old silk routes, it was possible to drive 
overland from Pakistan through Afghanistan or Iran across the Middle 
East and Turkey to Europe with almost no border controls until the early 
1970s. Pakistan’s western and northern borders were safe and peaceful. 
The oil boom had yet to occur and Turkey was almost European. For 
young men, this widened their horizons while providing an economic 
rationale for immigration: that of ensuring a more secure future for their 
families.  

Unlike the US, which has tended to draw skilled workers via the 
‘green card’ scheme, Europe has attracted low-skill workers. In the 1960s 
and 1970s, most out-migrants from Pakistan to Europe were from areas 
with a strong immigrant tradition of sending young men to the UK for 
employment, such as in Gujrat (Punjab) and Mirpur (Azad Jammu and 
Kashmir). The success of these early migrants painted an attractive 
picture of their new homelands. Given that Europe involved greater 
language barriers, most migrants opted for the UK. The oil price boom in 
1973 and the consequent resurgence of Islam in the Gulf, Saudi Arabia 
and Pakistan increased the impetus to migrate. This, coupled with the 

                                                                        
* Professor of development studies, Graduate Institute of Development Studies, Lahore 

School of Economics. 
1 Passports were standardized in 1980. 
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