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Message from the Director, SAARC Cultural Centre 

SAARC Research Reports on Diasporic Cultures of South Asia during 18th 
to 20th Centuries are the Research Reports of the SAARC Research Grant of 
the same title.  The Research Grants were awarded in 2012 – 2013 period and 
was the second annual research grants to be awarded by the SAARC Cultural 
Centre.  This volume includes a joint research carried out by Ms. Aishath 
Shafina and Mr. Abdul Rasheed of Maldives on Conceptualizing Diaspora: 
Interconnectedness of ‘home’ and ‘host’ culture and Prof. Syed Minhaj ul 
Hassan’s research on A Socio-Cultural Profile of Pakistani Diaspora in 
Hong Kong.  The reports were reviewed by an expert Review Committee 
and revised by the researchers accordingly.  These reports provide an insight 
to Diasporic cultures of South Asia and we hope that this publication will 
provide a understanding and knowledge of South Asia to the world at large.  

The SAARC Research Grants on Diasporic Cultures of South Asia during 
18th to 20th Centuries were awarded under the able leadership of Mr. G.L.W. 
Samarasinghe the founder Director of the SAARC Cultural Centre and the 
concept developed by Dr. Sanjay Garg (former Deputy Director Research) 
and Ms. Nirekha De Silva (former Research Officer) of the SAARC Cultural 
Centre.  

SAARC Research Grants are awarded under different themes based on 
different aspects of culture.  It is hoped that these grants would encourage 
research on hitherto untapped aspects of culture.  SAARC Cultural Centre 
anticipates to highlight unknown facets of culture through the SAARC 
Research Grant scheme.  

Renuka Ekanayake,
Director,
SAARC Cultural Centre 
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Introduction 

Human migration is as old as human history. The nucleus of human migration 
started taking shape when the homo sapiens left their African homeland eighty 
thousand years ago to colonize the world. This natural instinct of humans to 
migrate from one place to another and factors that triggered their movements 
unravel fascinating histories of cultural and geographical lineages. As the 
populations grew in the new settlements both in absolute and relative terms, 
their quest for resources to sustain communities began to grow by making 
national and ethnic identity markers to define them. When the world began 
to look at itself in national, linguistic or religious terms, this natural human 
phenomenon took its own nomenclature and bequeathing to it a specific 
legacy. 

Historically, the South Asian region constitutes an extended cultural zone 
which has contributed tremendously in practically all fields of human 
endeavour. Geographically too all these countries constitute one inseparable 
region and reflects certain cultural identities that has so much to do with its 
geography, rather than its ethnic boundaries. As the historical records make 
abundantly clear, racial and ethnic divisions and categories are not fixed, 
but are shifting, emergent, and contested in character. Its pluralistic, multi-
layered and often overlapping ethos are manifested in the region’s cultures 
embedded in its customs, religions, traditions, rituals, languages, scripts and 
many other socio-cultural spheres, all unfolding within a greater cultural 
space. The South Asian region has served both as a melting pot as well as a 
fulcrum for the circulation of men and goods, ideas and cultures, money and 
material across the globe and today it boasts of the largest share in world’s 
diasporic population. This itinerant populace of South Asia has also served 
as the unnamed and unsung cultural ambassadors, not only within the region 
but also across the globe.

Though the term ‘diaspora’ in the present day has become politically 
conflicted and the notion of identity is increasingly seen as exclusive, the 
study of diaspora in the contemporary times must be underscored by a 
better understanding of their historical and cultural distinctions as well as 
commonalities to make for progressive changes in the realm of social and 
cultural positioning.  Infusing identity with political charge has become a 
commonplace occurrence and thereby identity politics in the present times is 
a potent weapon leading to imposed and constructed mobilizations of cultural 
and religious homogeneity. 
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Against this backdrop, the SAARC Cultural Centre in 2012 organized a 
Regional Seminar in Sri Lanka titled Circulation of Cultures and Culture of 
Circulation: Diasporic Cultures of South Asia during 18th to 20th centuries 
to identify the diasporic cultures in and of the Region; to discuss the country 
situation of the SAARC Member States related to diasporic cultures; to 
identify research topics and questions related to diasporic cultures in the 
Region that need further investigation; and to recognize research approaches 
and methods for further research in diasporic cultures of the region. On the 
basis of the recommendations of this Seminar, the SAARC Cultural Centre 
sponsored a series of research projects over the ensuing year. The objectives 
of the research project were to identify and document all forms of diasporic 
cultures of South Asia, to study and analyse all forces (socio-economic, 
cultural and political) that have shaped the diasporic cultures of South Asia 
during the last three centuries, to map spread of South Asian cultures within 
and outside the region, and to discuss and debate the productive characteristics 
of the diasporic cultures. The entire orientation of this research project was to 
examine various cultural paradigms of South Asian diaspora in their historical 
setting. For the purpose of historicizing our debate we have chosen a period 
of three centuries immediately preceding our own times, which was also the 
period of mass circulation of man, commodities and ideas.

This volume is the culmination of these projects featuring two research reports 
by Professor Syed Minhaj ul Hassan from Pakistan and Aishath Shafina and 
Midhath Abdul Rasheed from the Maldives. A bit about the two research 
projects – Prof. Syed Minhaj ul Hassan’s research titled A Socio-Cultural 
Profile of Pakistani Diaspora in Hong Kong profiles the socio-cultural life of 
the Pakistani Diaspora in Hong Kong and find out the significant features as 
well as problems they are facing in Hong Kong. Making use of both narrative 
and analytical analysis, Prof. Hassan provide an in-depth, detailed study to 
policy makers both in Hong Kong and Pakistan to use for the formulation 
of policies to provide conducive environment to the Pakistani Diaspora in 
Hong Kong. The research of Aishath Shafina and Midhath Abdul Rasheed 
from the Maldives titled Conceptualizing Diaspora: Interconnectedness of 
‘home’ and ‘host’ culture: An exploratory qualitative study on Indian and 
Bangladeshi diaspora in the Maldives analyses the impact of Indian and 
Bangladeshi Diaspora in the Maldives, to the host population. Exploratory 
and qualitative in nature, this research is based on the broader theme of the 
relationship between diasporic and host culture - cause, process, effects and 
symbiosis of being and becoming.
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As we present these two reports to you, I wish to mention the great intellectual 
debt this conference and research project owes to Dr. Sanjay Garg, the first 
Deputy Director, Research of the SAARC Cultural Centre (from 2010-2014) 
who was instrumental in designing and initiating the research agenda for 
the SAARC Cultural Centre to achieve the desired objectives laid down in 
the SAARC Agenda for Culture. SAARC Cultural Centre hopes that the 
findings and recommendations enshrined in these reports could be used 
by the advocates and the policy-makers alike in protecting the productive 
components of diasporic cultures in South Asia.

Apsara Karunaratne 
Research Assistant 
SAARC Cultural Centre 



Conceptualizing Diaspora: Interconnectedness of ‘home’ and 
‘host’ culture. An exploratory qualitative study on the Indian 
and the Bangladeshi diaspora in the Maldives

Aishath Shafina
Midhath Abdul Rasheed

Abstract

This research is an exploratory qualitative study based on the broader 
theme of the ‘relationship between diasporic and host culture - cause, 
process, effects and symbiosis of being and becoming’. The focus 
of this study has been based on analyzing the impact of Indian and 
Bangladeshi Diaspora in Maldives, to the host population. In this regard, 
an exploratory study was conducted, taking into account the geographic 
and demographic distribution across the Maldives, to understand the 
host population’s perception of diaspora and how they perceived and felt 
the impacts on their lives. The elements that were taken into analysis; 
social, cultural, religious and economic factors were proved to be equally 
important in analyzing the impact of diaspora. This analysis resulted in 
defining diaspora according to the perspective of the host population, 
providing a new dimension to the diasporic studies. In particular, it was 
found that there were differences in the host population’s receptivity to 
diasporic cultures in their private and public life. The policy implications 
of these findings are also explored in this paper.

Introduction

Statement of the Problem

The strategic location of Maldives in the Indian Ocean has endowed the 
country with a rich history of migratory movement. This has led to the 
settlement of peoples of various origins. More recently, with the expansion 
of the Maldivian economy, particularly the construction industry has meant 
that a significant number of migrants are employed in these sectors. Of 
these, Indian and Bangladeshi workers constitute the majority of the migrant 
workers in the country. 

Diasporas are not as well established in the Maldives as in other parts of 
the world. The particular diasporic model that can be seen in the Maldives 
is that arising from the migration for employment purposes. Though these 
migrants come to Maldives for employment, the relative size of the islands 
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and the geographic dispersal of the islands mean that these migrants can form 
community structures comparable to that seen in diasporic communities at 
large. These migrant networks are also used to recruit other family members, 
and in this manner, a degree of establishment can be seen.

The primary research problem utilized for this study is to examine 
how the impacts of the diasporic communities are perceived by the host 
population. Whilst the bulk of research into diaspora has focused on the 
diasporic communities themselves, this research approaches the concept of 
diaspora from the perspective of the host population. 

In this regard, the research problem was framed to examine the particular 
manner in which the host population interact with various aspects of diasporic 
communities, including their social, religious and cultural practices. 
However, given that this study is an exploratory one, this was limited to only 
examining the host population’s perception and does not engage with the 
deeper questions of how such perceptions form, maintained and is articulated.

Structure of the Study

Although diaspora is an extensively researched subject, very few studies have 
engaged with exploring this from the perspective of the host community, and 
the dynamic relation this may then have on the host culture. Given the nature 
of the communities in the Maldives, even a small number of migrants can 
have a significant impact on the diasporic-host relationships. 

This paper then seeks to examine diaspora by locating it within the host 
community. In this manner, it takes as a point of departure how diasporic 
communities form, the specific relation amongst diaspora and ‘home’ and 
seeks to examine how this may then interact with, impact and influence the 
host culture and community.

The current paper is based on relevant literature, secondary data, and a 
study conducted amongst locals in regular contact with the diasporic workers. 
The sample is used to analyze the impact that the host community believes 
arises out of the presence of the diasporic community.

The methodology utilized in data collection for this study includes a 
survey, carried out in 5 different atolls; a total of 7 islands in the Maldives. 
Approximately 100 samples were taken from each of the selected islands; 
which add up to 728 respondents. The data analysis techniques utilized for 
this study includes frequency distribution tables and ANOVA analysis. A Man 
Whitney U test was also carried to test the hypothesis on impact assessments. 
Since the study is first of its kind in the Maldives, it is an exploratory study.
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Following this introduction, the paper will offer a review of relevant 
literature. The next chapter will discuss the theoretical framework and the 
conceptual models utilized for the purposes of this study. In the chapter that 
follows, we will discuss and analyze the findings of the study conducted 
with regards to diaspora and its impact on the host country. In the concluding 
chapter, the paper will highlight the manner in which the present study may 
be built on in the future and the particular policy recommendations that 
may be adopted to enhance the relationship between the host and diasporic 
community.

Background to the Study

Given that the study of diaspora is generally seen as an interdisciplinary 
subject, it is inevitably linked with other subject areas and sectors of any 
given country. Therefore, it is important to understand the parameters, within 
which the diasporic communities are settling in host countries in order to 
identify the main patterns and themes arising from the process.

In this regard, the following chapter will examine the particular setting of 
Maldives. This may be useful in analyzing how the host community interacts 
with the diasporic community. 

Geography and Environment

Figure 1: Location of the Maldives in South Asia (asia-atlas.com, 2008)
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Maldives is located in South Asia, situated in a South South-west direction 
from India and is one of the most disparate countries in the world. A total of 
1,192 islands make up the country, of which 194 islands are inhabited and 
a further 998 islands are recorded as uninhabited. The Exclusive Economic 
Zone (EEZ) is approximately 859,000 sq km (DNP, 2014).

     
Figure 2: Map of Maldives,(FAO)

Demographics

The population of Maldives is distributed unevenly over 194 islands in 21 
administrative areas. The increase in population of the capital Male’ has been 
largely due to the inward migration to Male’ from different atolls. There 
are multiple reasons for this influx of population to Male’, most notably 
it has been estimated it is due to employment opportunities, educational 
opportunities and health sector, or more precisely due to rural-urban gap in 
development of Maldives. 

A population census conducted in 2012 enumerated 325, 135 people in 
the entire republic. While this figure may indicate a small nation by world 
standards, a closer look of the spatial distribution and age distribution of the 
population reveals some of the acute problems that are faced by developmental 
planners of the nation.
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Table 1: Number of inhabited islands by size of population

Population <500 500-999 1000-1999 2000-4999 5000-9999 10000+
Number of 
Inhabited 
Islands

72 59 47 12 3 1

Source: Department of National Planning/ National Statistical Yearbook, 2012

Table 1 shows the number of inhabited islands by class size of population in 
2012.  It reveals that of 194 islands, only 16 islands have a population above 
2,000 and 72 islands have a population less than 500.

Thus far, the investigation of the demography of the Maldives has mainly 
been on the spatial and geographic distribution and population consolidation 
in these regions. It is just as important to examine, however briefly, the sex 
ratio and the nature of growth in population for the primary, middle and 
secondary age groups.

Table 2: Population by sex and atolls

Atolls Both 
Sexes

Males Female Atolls Both 
Sexes

Males Female

H.Dh 25,116 12,854 12,262 N 15,815 8,034 7,781
Sh 16,820 8,263 8,197 R 21,678 11,244 10,434
N 15,815 8,034 7,781 B 13,483 6,956 6,527
R 21,678 11,244 10,434 Lh 12,385 6,422 5,963
B 13,483 6,956 6,527 K 180,616 170,143 350,759
Lh 12,385 6,422 5,963 A.A 7,490 3,912 3,578
K 180,616 170,143 350,759 A.Dh 10,180 5,284 4,896
A.A 7,490 3,912 3,578 V 2,425 1,287 1,165
A.Dh 10,180 5,284 4,896 M 7,028 3,607 3,421
H.Dh 25,116 12,854 12,262 F 5,613 2,871 2,742
Sh 16,820 8,263 8,197 Dh 7,259 3,715 3,544

Th 15,286 7,765 7,521
Source: Department of National Planning/ National Statistical Yearbook, 2012

These figures show that in general, the male population in all the areas is 
greater than the female population. The sex ratio (males per 100 females) is 
103, recorded in 2000 and 2006.
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Table 3 below highlights the population by selected age groups which estimate 
that Maldives acquires a high percentage of people in the working age group.

Table 3: Population by selected age groups 

Age groups Number
Children under 18 years 109,583
Adolescent (10-19) 68,247
Youth (18-34) 117,031
Working Age (15-64) 221,577
Reproductive Age (15-49) 194,4444
Old Age (65+) 15,928
Dependency Ratio 47

Source: data’s from 2011, Department of National Planning/ National Statistical Yearbook, 
2012

Housing, Consumption of electricity and water

According to the statistics from Department of National Planning, it is 
estimated that there are 46,194 households in 2006, out of which Male’ 
acquires 14,107 and the rest of the other islands acquires 32,087 households. 
It is also known from the statistics that out of 46,194 households in the 
republic, 43,194 households has been classified as collective living quarters. 

It is also been estimated that 211,889 (in 000Kwh) electricity is being 
utilized in Male’ in 2011, which is an increase in 9% from 2010. Due to 
the rural-urban migration and increasing population in Male’, the electric 
consumption has been increasing at a rapid rate since recorded in 2000. 

As such billed water consumption in Male’ has risen from 1506.5 (in 
000 metric tons) in 2004 to 3852 (in 000 metric tons) in 2011. The residential 
requires 79.9% while commercial requirements cater to 11.7%.

Although most of the researchers ignore the relevance of infrastructure 
and housing on shaping diasporic living conditions, it is important to 
understand the context in which the diasporic communities live in. Such 
conditions have a bearing on the particular interaction between the groups, 
particularly in an instance where there are asymmetry between the socio-
economic status of the communities concerned.
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Employment

The local population 15 years of age and over is increasing and statistics 
shows that it is likely to continue to do so. In addition to the expanding 
migrants in the workforce, another equally significant factor accounts for 
human resource consideration. The unemployment rate in the Maldives is 
11.7% and the country has particularly been affected by the huge migration 
inflow to during the past years. According to Economic Survey 2007, a total 
number of 46,058 foreigners work in Maldives in over 16 sectors of economy.

Table 4: Economically active population - 15 years and over (in 000’s)

TOTAL MALE FEMALE
Total 15 years and over 205 104 102
Economically active 129 76 53
Employed 111 70 41
Unemployed 19 6 13
Not economically active 64 21 43
Not stated 13 7 6
LFPR (%) 63 73 52
Unemployment rate 14 8 24

Source: Department of National Planning, 2012

From the above table it can be seen that Maldives has a high unemployment 
ratio of 12% according to ILO definition of unemployment. Moreover, 
over 64,000 people are also categorized as not-economically active. With 
this figures in background, it is also important to understand the circular 
migration perspectives which adds to economically active population. The 
data from Ministry of Human Resource, Youth and Sports in 2011 indicate 
that expatriate employment in Maldives amounts to 79,777 in total. With the 
high unemployment rates in the Maldives, this adds up to other challenges 
which needs to be addressed. 

From the figures below, it is possible to comprehend that a large number 
of expatriate workers are employed in construction industry and tourism 
industry. These two sectors have been rapidly growing and sources a large 
percentage of the workforce required from abroad.



15

Diasporic Cultures of South Asia during 18th to 20th Centuries - Volume 1

Table 5: Expatriate population by industry and by region of origin, 2011

Asia Africa Europe America Oceania
Agriculture 543 0 0 0 0
Fishing 1101 1 1 0 0
Manufacturing 2561 0 1 1 0
Electricity, gas and 
Water

104 0 0 0 0

Construction 34209 1 39 5 6
Education 2092 11 8 2 1
Wholesale and Retail 
trade

2191 0 3 0 0

Hotels and 
Restauarants

4591 1 3 0 0

Tourism 12359 140 867 51 71
Transport, Storage, 
Communication

1894 9 34 59 8

Financing, Insurance, 
Real estate

6670 12 142 25 11

Community, Social 
work, and personal 
service

9782 21 96 22 28

Source: Department of National Planning, 2012

With this in background, as the focus of the study is primarily based on 
diasporic communities from India and Bangladesh, the Table 6 shows the 
statistics relevant to this analysis.

It is shown above that more than 45,000 Bangladeshi expatriates and 
18,000 Indian expatriates are currently based in Maldives. Further analysis 
of this statistics will be presented in the analytical chapters.

Furthermore, the aggregate statistics from Department of National 
Planning and Ministry of Economic Development also indicate that from the 
expatriate population in Maldives, 73,629 are male, while female population 
amounts to 6,149 in total in all the sectors of occupation.
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Table 6: Expatriate employment (Indian and Bangladeshi by sector)

India Bangladesh
Total 18755 45417
Agriculture 96 382
Fishing 146 619
Manufacturing 447 1702
Electricity, gas and Water 17 80
Construction 5269 25629
Education 1881 52
Wholesale and Retail trade 523 1386
Hotels and Restaurants 1090 2885
Tourism 2900 4195
Transport, Storage, Communication 562 797
Financing, Insurance, Real estate 1895 3147
Community, Social work, and personal service 3929 4543

Source: Department of National Planning, 2012

Education

The first government school was established in 1927 in Male’ and first 
English medium school was established in 1960. In 1995, primary education 
was universalized in Maldives, leading to more students entering secondary 
education. It has also been identified that 31% of the teachers in Maldives are 
expatriates; Male’ amounting to 24% and other islands amounting to 33% 
(DNP, 2014).

Gross Domestic Production

The Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in Maldives expanded 3.40 percent in 
2012 from the previous year. From 1997 until 2012, Maldives GDP annual 
growth rate averaged 7.3 percent reaching an all-time high of 19.6 percent 
in December of 2006 and a record low of -8.7 percent in December of 2005 
(DNP, 2014)
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Social Protection

The figure below shows the types of social protection schemes provided 
in the Maldives for the Maldivian community. Madhana is a basic health 
insurance scheme, whereas Madhana Plus includes health insurance from 
India and Sri Lanka. The other types of social schemes introduced in 2011 are 
care for single parents and children, welfare assistance, disability allowance 
and foster parent and children protection schemes. In 2011, this was the first 
time in Maldives where a mechanism of social protection was implemented.
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Figure 3: Expenditure on social protection by MVR (DNP, 2012)

Social, Cultural and Religious Perspectives

The most significant aspect in this regard was the advent of Islam in 1500AD, 
which shaped the cultural practices of Maldives according to Islamic doctrine. 
Maldives has a unique language, Dhivehi, which is believed to have originated 
from Sanskrit. Apart from three dialects spoken in the southern atoll, Dhivehi 
is universally spoken in all the parts of Maldives. The geographical factors 
in the country have particularly influenced the social and cultural aspects in 
shaping the Maldivian societies.
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The background to the study provided the general framework that needed 
to be considered for further textual and analytical investigations. The context 
of the Maldivian environment, together with the main elements of society 
was discussed in this chapter.

Literature Review

Diaspora as a separate subject has been widely discussed among scholars 
during the past decade. However, this has unfortunately not led to a common 
meaning of diaspora, and nor a common modelling or theorizing. Many of the 
theorists and scholars agree on situation based diaspora modelling which had 
not led to generalize the comparative dimension. In this dimension, it is also 
important to note that there has been no relevant or situation-based diaspora 
study done on the Maldives. However, for the purposes of this research and 
investigation of the diaspora in the Maldives, it was important to analyze 
other studies done on different parts of the world. For analyzing these studies, 
three dimensions from the literature were investigated; (i) different meanings 
and definitions of diaspora, (ii) different dimensions of diaspora, and (iii) 
models and theories of the diaspora. After analyzing these three dimensions, 
the concentration was focused on finding the strengths and weaknesses of 
the existing literature. This aspect was particularly important to provide the 
theoretical framework for the study.

Definitions of Diaspora

Fourteen years ago, writing in the inaugural issue of Journal of Diaspora, 
William Safran observed that most scholarly discussions of ethnicity paid 
“little if any attention to diaspora” (1991, p.83). 

Most early discussions of the diaspora were very much concentrated 
on the concept of ‘homeland.’ It was commonly attached with the Jewish 
diaspora which no longer fit to other contexts of diaspora apart from the 
whole idea of dispersion.

Another important question usually asked in diaspora studies is about 
the difference between diaspora and migration. According to Butler (2001), 
human beings have been in perpetual motion since the dawn of time, and 
Palmer (1999) argues that all of humanity may be considered part of the Africa 
diaspora. If then, if all movements do not result in a diaspora, it is important 
to question what then distinguishes diaspora from other movements, both 
practically and theoretically. In defining this movement, there are many self-
defined diasporas being proliferated. As Clifford (1994 p.307) states, nation-
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states itself are in crisis, as personal allegiances and increasingly defined in 
terms of tribalistic ethnicities.

Another vital aspect to note when defining diaspora is many of these 
meanings loose its original term when being applied in other contexts. 
George Shepperson (1979) noted that African diaspora scholars, because of 
their focus on the Atlantic slave trade, effectively ignored the convention 
within the Jewish diaspora studies that distinguishes exile from a voluntary 
dispersion. 

With the limitations aside, most of the literature of ethnographic source 
has been particularly useful in diaspora studies in identifying the focused 
characteristics of a diaspora. As Toloyan (1996) clearly identifies, diaspora 
will have an ethnic identity of ‘being’ and having a more active ‘diasporian’ 
identity which requires active participation in politics of homeland and host-
land.

In proposing specific characteristics to define diaspora, William Safran 
identified five characteristics which are deemed important. These include (i) 
dispersal to two or more locations, (ii) collective mythology of homeland, (iii) 
alienation from host-land, (iv) idealization of return to the homeland, and (v) 
& (vi) on-going relationship with the homeland. Most of these characteristics 
were agreed by the scholars of diaspora, which led to the development of 
other definitions from these characteristics. In this regard, Cohen (1997) 
emphasized on ethno-national consciousness; whether the group was not 
living in its homeland had the option of choosing between return and making 
a permanent home in the diaspora. In this instance, the literature also poses 
the question of the duration of the diasporic community as they have the 
intention to return to their homeland.

The more recent literature on diaspora has also defined diaspora as a 
form of consciousness and a source of cultural reproduction. When we look 
into the context of the South Asian diaspora, this cultural reproduction and 
consciousness are largely seen by the kind of different social relationships 
that the diasporic community maintains, particularly to the connections of 
history. 

Political orientation is also seen as being associated with diasporic 
communities, such that Armenian organisations in the USA, France and the 
Middle East. Joel Kolkin (1997) states that among diasporic communities, a 
sense of collectivism exists on a worldwide scale that provides their success 
in new global economies. 
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In further explaining the connection that the diasporic communities have, 
Arjun Appadurai (1994, pp. 301-2) states that “it is clear that the overseas 
movement of Indians has been exploited by a variety of interests both within 
and outside India to create complicated networks of finance and religious 
identifications, in which the problems of cultural reproduction for Hindus 
abroad have become tied to the politics of Hindu fundamentalist at home”. 

This connection is also found in terms of consciousness which are 
particularly described as dual or paradoxical nature. This consciousness is 
also formed by experiences in discrimination and exclusion, and positively 
by identification within as historical heritage or culture.

Another dimension in defining diaspora is the awareness of multi-
locality wherein the diasporic community identifies themselves in relation 
to being ‘here’ and ‘there.’ This concept is discussed by Stuart Hall (1993), 
and further elaborated by Cohen (1999). Cohen claims that in the age of 
cyberspace, a diaspora can to some degree, be held together or recreated 
through the mind, through cultural artifacts and through shared imagination 
(1999, p.516). Cohen furthermore argues that this identification serves to 
bridge the gap between local and global.

Apart from the multi locality or cyber age connection, some scholars 
have argued that diasporic communities are identified through consciousness 
in their mind; function of the mind. Arjun Appadurai and Carol Brecknendge 
states that “diaspora always leaves a trace of collective memory about another 
place and time and create new maps of desire and attachment.

In reference to the question of globalization, an interest in diaspora 
has been equated with anthropology’s now commonplace anti-essentialist, 
constructivists and processual approach to ethnicity (Baumann & Sunnier, 
Vertovec, 1999). In this stance, cultural reproduction is largely seen as a 
consequence of diaspora which is in recent studies referred to as syncretic, 
cross-over, cut and mix, hybrid or translated. Stuart Hall states that diaspora 
does not only refer to those scattered tribes but by recognition of a necessary 
hegemonising form of ethnicity. The production of such hybrid cultural 
phenomena and new ethnicities is especially to be found among diasporic 
youth whose primary socialization has taken place with the cross-cutting of 
differing cultural fields.

In defining modern diasporas, Sheffer (1986, p.3) proposed a simple 
definition – “modern diasporas are ethnic minority groups of migrant origins 
residing and acting in host countries but maintaining strong cultural sentimental 
and material links with their countries of origin – their homelands.” In this 



21

Diasporic Cultures of South Asia during 18th to 20th Centuries - Volume 1

context, there are other questions posed by the literature in defining diaspora, 
(i) in defining diaspora, who are the actors in a diaspora, (ii) in defining 
diaspora, what function to acquire.

Most literature on diaspora argues that there are three types of actors in 
a diaspora. These are the diaspora group itself, the homeland and the host 
land (Sheffer, 1986). There is a complex relationship among these actors, 
differentiated according to the level of commitment, self-interest, and power.

On a most general level, these actions have been discussed in terms 
of their triangular relationships. However, the issue of bifocality has also 
been raised and pose some intriguing questions regarding the dynamics of 
relationship (Gilroy 1987; Manekerar 1994; Rouse 1991) in analyzing the 
function of a diaspora as defining its meaning, the literature focuses on 
distinguishing between the social function of diaspora consciousness to the 
group itself and its social function to others. Clifford (1994) states that this 
language of diaspora is increasingly used by people who feel displaced and 
who maintain to connect with a prior home.

In all of these definitions, it is vital to take into account the important 
agreements of the definition. In this regard, diaspora studies reflect a sense 
of being part of an ongoing transnational network that includes the diasporic 
communities to have a sense of belonging to their homeland. Diaspora is also 
mostly identified on a social concept whether through a consciousness of 
presence in mind. As Benjamin (1968) states “effaced stories are recovered, 
different features imagined.”

The dimensions of Diaspora

After an analysis of the different definition of diaspora; we move onto the 
dimension of diaspora; which came as a result of the most commonly agreed 
meanings of the diaspora. These five dimensions have been borrowed from 
Butler (2001); (i) reasons for dispersal (ii) relationship with homeland (iii) 
relationship with hostland (iv) interrelationships within communities of a 
diaspora.

1. The process of diasporization is the logical starting point for diaspora 
studies (Butler, 2001). According to the sources of different literature 
labelling or naming is the initial phase of distinguishing diaspora 
communities. The most common forces of labelling include typologies 
set based on the perception of the people; such as ‘an ethnic of Indian’ 
or Sikh in religion. In distinguishing the types of diasporas, Philip 
Curtin (1984) employed an approach that hinged on primary activities 
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of diasporic communities. However, in many cases, the activity-based 
diaspora is not the reality. To tackle this, Cohen provides a typology 
which includes victim, labor, trade, imperial and cultural. This typology 
emphasizes the condition and causes of initial dispersion. However, 
this typology was difficult to comprehend as most of the diasporic 
communities were unaware of their cultural origin. Whether these 
typologies did not confirm the fundamental differences by labelling the 
ancestry and ideological complexes came to the forefront of the debate 
of characterizing diaspora. The ideological diaspora in this instance 
became quite prominent that, Cohen argues that religions can provide 
additional cement to bind a diasporic consciousness, but they do not 
constitute Diasporas in and of themselves. 

This ideological dimension, however, generated many questions from 
literature, more importantly, to what extent does this ideology stay 
within the different types of diasporic groups.

The process of diasporisation is also seen to take different forms. Forced 
movements, voluntary movements, cumulative individual movements, 
trade networks are to name a few. Each of these types of diasporic 
communities tends to develop their own form of consciousness. 

Another dimension of initial dispersion stems from the historical 
circumstance of relocation which lays the sector of society from which 
diaspora originates, its demographic composition, social realms, and 
political orientations.

2. According to Butler, the reason for relocation affects subsequent 
relationships between diaspora communities and their homelands. The 
basic foundation of this relationship is based on the collective diasporic 
identity. The diasporic communities identify themselves as having 
common identities such as language, religion, food, etc. However, what 
differentiates these identities the most is the characteristic in the host land 
in constructing a diasporic framework of relationship with homeland; 
literature questions the means, the extent to which they maintain these 
connections. Also within the different circumstances in a homeland, 
it is important to question the possible chances for the return of the 
diasporic community. This return to a homeland is mostly associated 
with the experience in host-land which determines the willingness to 
go back. There is also another dimension to this diaspora and homeland 
relationships; i.e., regarding how the homeland sees the diasporic 
community.
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3. Relationship with host-lands 

The most important aspect of this study particularly is the relationship 
with the host-land. The existing literature is very minimal in theorizing 
this relationship; usually leads to the questions of the extent of an 
intervention of host-land in determining diasporic culture and more 
importantly what leads to shape different diasporic identities. More 
importantly, the literature also poses questions on the impacts the host 
country has because of the diasporic communities.

Another important dimension in diasporic studies is the inter-
relationship between diaspora communities. In most situations, it is 
the inter-relationship between diaspora communities that lead them to 
stay or leave the host lands. In this perspective, it is the group’s self-
awareness that defines their lifestyle in host lands. A large literature in 
sociology and economics has identified that migrant network facilitates 
further migration of people, movement of goods, capital and ideas across 
borders (Rauch and Casella 1998; Rauch 2003; Gao 2002; Kugler and 
Rapoport 2007; Docquiere and Lodigiani 2010). As diasporas are also 
transnational, their transnational characteristics are usually formed from 
the nature of historical diasporic formation.

These dimensions in diaspora are usually agreed upon by scholars; 
however, the literature on diaspora lacks the explanation required to 
study the impact and the extent to which these dimensions are being 
consolidated in diasporic communities.

The third part of the literature focuses on analysing the existing theories 
and models of a diaspora. It would be naïve to assume that an all-
encompassing and all explaining meta-theory on migration will ever 
rise. However, there are several theories which have provided outlines 
of different dimensions.

One such dimension is the equilibrium theory of push-pull model 
formulated by Ravenstein (1887-1889). Lee (1966) revisited Ravenstein’s 
migration law, and stated that migration decisions are determined by 
addition and subtraction factors in areas of origin and destination; the 
push-pull literature identifies economic, environmental, demographic 
factors which might push migrants out of the country of origin, forcing 
them to move to other places.

Although push and pull models seem to be significant in diaspora 
studies, the model has its own limitations. One such limitation is that 
when the factors are outlines, it does not determine the dominant factors. 
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Another limitation is that most factors seem to be lumped together in an 
arbitrary manner. This model is also subjected to be lacking heuristic 
value (McDowell and de Haan 1997; Conitman 1975).

Another equilibrium model is explained by Todaro (1969) and Hams 
and Todaro (1970). Their neo-classical migration theory explained 
rural-urban migration in developing countries, which later expanded 
in international scope Maruszko (1987). This neo-classical theory sees 
migration as a consequence of geographical differences of labour as 
opposed to capital. 

This theory outlines that laborers move from low-income region to 
high-income regions. This model also incorporates costs and risks of 
migration and translated migrations an investment in human capital in 
order to explain migration selectivity (Bauer and Zimmerman 1998; 
Sjaastad 1962).

Zelinsky (1971) also proposed a significant model of mobility transitions 
known as ‘spatio-temporal’ model. This model is justified to be integrated 
demographic transition theory with the notion of spatial diffusion of 
innovators. Zelinsky (1971) also moved further in explaining that not 
only demographic factors are important, but the vital transition of 
demography together with modernization and economic growth are 
also particularly important in migration studies. According to Zelinksly 
“there are definite, patterned regularities in the growth of personal 
mobility through space-time during recent history, and these regularities 
comprise an essential component of the modernization trend” (Zelinky 
1971, pp.220-22).

In this regard, Zelinsky distinguishes five transition levels, (i) the pre-
modern traditional society, (ii) the early transitional society, (iii) the 
late transitional society, (iv) the advanced society and, (v) future, super-
advanced society. Zelinsky argued that these transitional phases were 
linked to distinct forms of mobility, referred to as mobility transition.

The geographer Skeldon (1997), further elaborated Zelinsky’s model, 
which included global regionalization of migratory movements. The 
following table offers a summary of the conceptual links between spatial 
and temporal migration models.
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Apart from the spatiotemporal dimension and the equilibrium theories 
explaining migration, there are sociological, economic, geographic and inter-
disciplinary approaches in explaining migration.

1. Sociological theories

First of its kind, the sociological theory of migration is formulated by 
Stouffer (1940, 1960). His model of intervening opportunity concept 
outlines that the extent of migration is proportionate to the number of 
opportunities available from the destination. 

This concept of intervening opportunities gave rise to the push-pull 
model (Lee 1966). For international migration, these factors are also 
divided between hard and soft factors (Oberg 1996). The hard factors 
consist of harsh circumstances, like a humanitarian crisis, armed 
conflicts, and environmental disasters. The soft factors include poverty, 
social exclusion, and unemployment factors. Once the population flows 
are determined, large numbers of people love to the receiving countries, 
further confirming the network hypothesis theories. In modern times, 
the idea of a network is related to the theory of transnational social space 
(Pres 1999; Faist 2000). As defined by Faist, “transnational social space 
consists of combinations of social and symbolic ties, their contents, 
positions in network and organisations, and the network of organisations 
that can be found in multiple states. These spaces denote dynamic 
processes, not static notions of ties and positions (2000).

The sociological approach also elaborates on the concept of social 
capital. The social capitals are the resources that help a group of people to 
achieve their goals based on social patterns and symbolic ties associated 
with networks.

Another sociological model explaining migration is the institutional 
theory of migration outlined by Massey et al. (1993), concerning both 
legal and illegal migration. The process of institutionalizing migratory 
flows tends to be to some extent self-perpetuating, independent from 
the initially dominant migration factors (Massey et al. 1993, p. 451). 
Massey (1992) also expanded the economic theories of Veblam (1989) 
and Myrdal (1957) and suggested the theoretical approach of cumulative 
causation. This theory lay that migration is an evolutionary process that 
contributed to institutional and socio-economic change at origin and 
destination, through feedback mechanisms.
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2. Economic theories

The current economic theories of migration are divided into two approaches 
– macro and micro approaches. One of the main macroeconomic theories 
of the neo-classical approach of equilibrium has been discussed in this 
chapter. Apart from these neoclassical and Keynesian approaches, the 
other theories include the dual labour markets theory explained by Piore 
(1979). The dual labour market theory outlines that wages are not only 
the price of labor, but the employees social and occupational positions 
also do matter. This theory also outlines that the local population moves 
to attractive professions while the migrants take up the dirty, dangerous 
or difficult jobs.

Another approach of the macroeconomic stance is the world systems 
theory formulated by Wallerstein (1974). Wallerstein argues that 
migration is associated with the capitalist system and global markets, in 
core, semi-periphery and peripheral regions. 

The world system theory acknowledges material, historical, cultural 
and linguistic factors, subjected to be an influence of migratory flows. 
Furthermore, Sjaastad (1962) treats migration as an investment in human 
capital. The value expectancy theory is comprehensive and outlines the 
economic, social and psychological spheres of life. Another important 
theory of migration in the economic sphere is the new economic theory 
of migration (Stark and Bloom 1985). This theory suggests that the 
flow of migration is largely determined by the household rather than the 
individual themselves. 

This finding is correlated with the observations that migratory processes 
are characterized by family patterns as noted by Mincer (1978) and 
Castor and Rogers (1983). Another extension of this theory is provided 
by Duistam (1977), who focused on savings as the major element 
determining migration.

Both macro and micro approaches in economic spheres help to determine 
the practicality of the classical and new approaches, at the same 
time distinguishing the paradigm of decision making by the migrant 
population.

3. Geographic theories

In the geographical theories of migration, the main argument revolves 
around the concept of ‘distance.’ Distance is largely viewed as a 
factor moderating spatial interactions between regions, which include 
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population flows. In geographical approaches, the economic measures 
as employment or income can be used as masses, while distance is 
measured taking transportation time and cost. The mobility transition 
model by Zelinsky (1971) explained earlier in this chapter is also one of 
the most significant theories of migration in geographical spheres

4. Interdisciplinary theories

Many of the theories of migration revolve around the economic and 
social sphere. However, there are a few theories which provide the 
multi-dimensional scope. The migration systems theory by Kritz (1992) 
is one such framework, following the work of Mabgunje (1970) and 
Zlotnik (1998). This theory distinguishes migration systems by sending 
and receiving countries. In this theory, migration is seen as an interplay 
with historical, economic cultural and political dimensions.

Massey (2002) also provides a synthesising framework; which perceives 
international migration in post-industrial countries as an outcome of 
socio-economic development and integration process. 

The review of the migration theories in this study leads to the conclusion 
that many of the theories were context based which did not provide a 
scientific field for discussion. It is also understood that the theories of 
migration are becoming more diversified and inter-disciplinary in nature.

More importantly, it is also vital to note that most of the theories on migration 
were concentrated on the reason of migration and the flow of migration in 
number. Hence, there were a lack of literature in theorizing the outcomes 
and impacts of these migrant communities. An overall analysis of diaspora 
literature outlines the gaps in knowledge, more importantly in the areas of 
predicting the power of diaspora and their role in development of both home 
and host land.
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Theories of migration

Sociological Economic Geographical Unifying

Intervening 
opportunities 
(Stouffer, 
1940)

Push-pull 
factors 
(Lee,1966)

Migrant 
networks 
(Taylor, 1986)

Transnational 
social spaces 
(Pries, 1999; 
Faist, 2000)

Macro

Classical 
(Lewis, 
1940)

Neo-
classical 
(Harris and 
Todaro, 
1970)

Keynesian 
(Hart, 
1975)

Dual 
Labour 
market 
theory 
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Figure 4: Theories of migration
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Conceptual Framework

The theoretical framework of this study is based on the case studies and 
theories discussed in the first part of this chapter. More importantly, the 
specific models, theories, and concepts relating to the conceptual framework 
of this study will be discussed in this chapter. 

One of the most significant theories of diaspora studies that have been 
selected for laying out theoretical grounds for this study is the Diaspora 
Classification Theory by Robbin Cohen (1997).

Cohen (1997) in his book ‘global diaspora: an introduction’ underlines 
the lack of theorization of diaspora, and hence elaborated on the types of 
diasporic communities. This classification was important in identifying the 
characteristics of the diasporic communities in group analysis. Cohen (1997) 
identified diaspora as a fluid community which is propositioned between 
states and traveling cultures. His ideology of cultures was important in laying 
the arguments of the transmission and acceptability of cultural norms in this 
study.

Throughout Cohen’s arguments, what was more prominent is that the 
ambivalent relationship that many diasporic people have, to both their host 
country and their homeland. Furthermore, the argument states that the home 
country is often seen as a Longines factor whereas the host country is seen as 
the alienating factor.

Cohen’s theory reflected the recent trends in the diaspora, including 
the fluidity of the concept that reflects the social world and the ideological 
transmissions through globalization. Furthermore, Cohen’s arguments that 
diaspora does not end at the state boundaries but rather, cultures are formed 
by their contact with host country is particularly relevant to this study. 

The emphasis on cultures, informal networks, absorption of ideas 
and practices lays the foundation of this study, which is reflected from 
the characteristics identified by Cohen. Cohen’s classification of types of 
diaspora is used in this study as the input of diaspora model, namely victim, 
labor, imperial, trade, and de-territorialized, are seen as the major types of 
diaspora, which form the starting phase of diaspora process.

Another significant theory, which forms the basis of this study, is the 
Acculturation theory proposed by John Berry (1997). This theory categorized 
the retention and rejection of the diasporic communities. Berry’s theoretical 
model helps to understand the viewpoint of the diasporic community in the 
process of cultural and psychological change that results in the meeting 
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of new cultures. However, the viewpoint from the host community is not 
discussed in this theory. Berry (1997) provided a theoretical argument based 
on the psychology of group relations. Berry suggested that due to a meeting 
in new cultures, the individual experiences two types of change; behavioral 
shifts and emotional reactions.

Figure 5: A general framework for understanding acculturation, J.W Berry 2005

Another recent model which has emphasized on assimilation was proposed by 
Gordon in 1997, where he proposed stages of assimilation; (1) Acculturation 
(2) Structural Assimilation (3) Marital Assimilation (4) Identification 
assimilation (5) Attitude reception assimilation (6) Behaviour reception 
assimilation and (6) Civic assimilation. 

Gordon’s arguments reflected on the American society, where he 
presented three concepts –melting pot, cultural pluralism, and Anglo-
conformity. In Gordon’s view, immigrant groups entering the United States 
have given up much of their cultural heritage and conformed substantially 
to an Anglo-Protestant core culture. Gordon identified that this Anglo-
conformity had been achieved by the immigrant communities in the United 
States as a result of substantial acculturation, which passes onto generations. 
Hence, when it comes to second or third generation, the communities are 
confirmed into society.

Although this theory helps to understand the process by which the 
communities integrate into the societies, it lacks the argument where how the 
non-European and American countries assimilate the diasporic communities 



33

Diasporic Cultures of South Asia during 18th to 20th Centuries - Volume 1

into their host countries. More importantly, the eventual integration or 
progressive inclusion helps to understand the process of diasporic integration 
but lacks the arguments in stratification involved in this process. It is 
generally seen that not all the diasporic communities have the equal chance 
of integrating into the host land, but are usually selective or ‘good’ groups.

Both Berry and Gordon’s theoretical framework has laid out the 
foundation of this study based on the diasporic community acculturation, but 
both the theories lacked the discussion on the perspective and consequence 
on host communities.

The last stage of the diasporic model is the output segment, where the 
communities are either accepted or rejected or partially integrated. 

According to Roland Bathes (1992), due to hybridity or the mixing of 
cultures; a new language often evolves, or new characteristics often evolve 
that is neither the one nor the other. On the other hand, Marshal McLuhan 
(1964) described the cultural state as a global village where our senses and 
customs are based on global consciousness. 

However, in most of the case studies and relevant literature, what we 
have witnessed is neither a hybrid society nor a global village understanding. 
Sometimes, the host communities tend to selectively accept characteristics 
from diasporic communities, usually based on the advantages that they 
may get in consequence.  This selective acceptance is based on the positive 
aspects of involving diaspora in the public sphere and lacks integration in 
private spheres.

In the total rejection phase of the model, host communities often reject the 
diasporic community based on the characteristics, where they discriminate the 
identity based on authenticity or originality. This was particularly common 
in the early 1900s, where the identity of the people was the main factor that 
led to discrimination and inequality. Concepts such as ‘genuine Jewish’ 
or process of ‘Israelification’ are some of the examples.  It is important to 
understand that in the consequence stage social judgments plays a vital role. 

Based on the diasporic literature it is evident that only very few studies 
have been conducted for the purpose of studying the process and impact of 
the diaspora. Hence, as stated in the first part of this study, the conceptual 
framework for this study has been discussed to understand the process and 
the consequence of the diaspora for the host land. 
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Figure 6: Model of diaspora

Input in the conceptual framework refers to the types of diasporic communities 
entering the host land. The most commonly used means of categorizing the 
types of diaspora is according to the cause of movement. Earlier models of 
diaspora focused on assuming the movement of people to form a homogenous 
community. However, the contemporary models were based on the ideology 
that ‘people who moved as they did so became homogenized politically.’ 
Cohen outlined a comprehensive model of diaspora, which identified the types 
of diasporic groups. The conceptual framework for this study elaborated on 
the ‘input’ of diaspora based on Cohen’s classification. The five major types 
according to Cohen are; (i) Victim diaspora; Jewish, African, Armenians (ii) 
Labor diaspora; Indentured Indians (iii) Imperial diaspora; British (iv) Trade 
diaspora; Lebanese, Chinese and (v) De-territorialized diaspora; Carribean 
diaspora, Parsis, and Sindhis. 

For the purpose of this study, concentration is based onto the second 
type of diaspora; Labor diaspora. The major reason for Bangladeshi and 
Indian diasporic communities to settle in the Maldives is to seek for labor 
opportunities. It is also important to understand here that most occupational 
studies identify that the level of saving is positively correlated with the choice 
of self-employment on return. More specifically, this group can be categorized 
in between circular migration and diaspora. The circular migration refers to 
the temporary and usually repetitive movement of migrant worker between 
home and host areas, typically for the purpose of employment. The aspect 
in which these Bangladeshi and Indian communities fall into the category 
of diaspora is due to an established pattern of mobility and the continuous 
presence that they leave in the host land. 

It is particularly significant that such a study on analyzing the impact on 
host country provides a definition as seen from the perspective of the host 
communities. The host communities see the diasporic communities not as an 
individual being from that particular homeland, but as a community in which 
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their members have a particular pattern of mobility within their connecting 
agencies; however, the fact that they leave a constant presence in the host 
land is what defines them as the diaspora. More simplistically, according to 
the perspectives of the host landers, for them, it does not matter whether a 
particular person stays for a longer period. For the host landers what defines 
diaspora is that ‘any’ member of the diasporic community stays in host land 
for a constant period of time. 

The process according to this conceptual framework is defined in 
two dimensions; (i) the diasporic community acculturation and (ii) host 
community acculturation. Acculturation in general sense it refers to the 
process of cultural and psychological change that results from meeting 
between two cultures. Most of the studies on diaspora has been focused 
on the diasporic community acculturation process and has neglected the 
perspective of the host landers. One such comprehensive model analyzing 
the diasporic community acculturation process is the four-fold model. The 
four-fold model categorizes acculturation strategies along two dimensions. 
The first dimension concerns the retention or rejection of an individual’s 
minority or native culture. The second dimension concerns the adoption or 
rejection of the dominant group or host culture. From this four acculturation 
strategies have been emerged. The first acculturation strategy is assimilation, 
and this occurs when individuals adopt the cultural norms of a dominant or 
host culture over their original culture. 

The second strategy is separation, and this occurs when individuals reject 
the dominant or host culture in favour of preserving their culture of origin. 
Separation is defined to be often facilitated by immigration to ethnic enclaves. 
The integration is the third strategy of acculturation. The integration occurs 
when individuals are able to adopt the cultural norms of the dominant or host 
culture while maintaining their culture of origin. Integration leads to and is 
often synonymous with biculturalism. The fourth acculturation strategy is 
marginalization; occurs when individuals reject both their culture of origin 
and the dominant host culture. In the four-fold model, it is also important 
to understand that individual’s respective acculturation strategy can differ 
between their private and public live sphere. Vijver (2004) explains this 
instance, as an individual may reject their values and norms of the dominant 
culture in his private life, whereas he might adapt to the dominant culture in 
public parts of his life. In this process, there is both separation and integration 
taking place.

From the above paragraph, output in the diaspora is seen as the by-
product of the process of diaspora; ‘Diasporic Community Acculturation’ and 
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‘Host Community Acculturation.’ The output of the Diasporic Community 
Acculturation process has been described above as the four-fold model. 
The Host Community Acculturation process and output is the focus in this 
part of the study. The Host Community Acculturation takes place in three 
dimensions; (i) Total Acceptance (ii) Selective Acceptance, and, (iii) Total 
Rejection.

Total Acceptance

This dimension of the output is the phase where both the host community and 
the diasporic communities assimilate, integrates to form a hybrid community. 
The hybridity is the process by which the host landers accepts and negotiates 
the diasporic cultural and identity differences. However, it is important to 
note in here that when two cultures are met, there will be a dominant ideology 
that will continue to under place the following ideology. In some of the cases, 
deculturalization is the result of this hybrid mixture. Deculturalization will 
strip away the culture of a particular group of people in order to mix and fix 
the cultural-ideological differences. The assimilation comes at the cost of 
deculturalization. Furthermore, this hybridity softens the boundaries between 
the diasporic and host communities; however, the process does not always 
necessarily take place harmoniously through negotiations. Often, these 
encounters are extremely violent, as the history of colonialism has shown. 
The people, by their will or force, are led to negotiate their differences and 
form an acceptable and hospitable culture to both the communities in order 
to avoid physical confrontation. Hence, this phase of Total Acceptance to 
create hybridity could be argued to be acceptance by force. Through this 
total acceptance within their communities, they create a third culture known 
as the hybrid culture. It is possible that this hybrid culture will consist of 
equal portions of both the cultures; however, the possibility is there to create 
a dominant ideology within time.

Figure 7: Total acceptance model of diaspora
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Selective Acceptance

Selective acceptance is the process by which the host country only accepts 
some parts of the diasporic cultural identities. Most often in Selective 
Acceptance, the host country has the dominant ideology since the diaspora is 
seen as the ‘foreign’ subject. The dominant ideology continues to under place 
the diasporic ideology. In Selective Acceptance, the diasporic community is 
required to perform the ‘dialogic self’ within themselves, as they will need 
to tackle with the inner dialogues within their communities, at the same time, 
has a close connection with external interactions.  In this phase, there are 
usually no negotiations as such to form a third culture. 

Whatever the host community or the dominant ideology wants to 
incorporate within their lifestyles will be accepted, and other characteristics 
will be rejected. This process of Selective Acceptance as part of the Host 
Landers Acculturation Process is clearly seen as the opposite of the Diasporic 
Community Acculturation Model. In the Diasporic Community Acculturation 
model, the diasporic community normally rejects assimilating the private 
life and accepts assimilation of public life. However, when we see selective 
acceptance through the perspective of the host landers, they tend to only 
incorporate such within their private life, whereas most tend to separate the 
public life. It is also important to note here that few host landers voluntarily 
do engage with these diasporic communities for fear of being labeled as a part 
of a diasporic community or to be seen as part of the excluded community. 
Discrimination often takes place in this phase and is further continued in the 
total Rejection phase as social exclusion.  

Figure 8: Selective acceptance model of diaspora
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Total Rejection

According to the perspective of the host landers in the process and output, 
this phase is outlined as Total Rejection phase. This is the phase in which 
none of the characteristics or identities of diasporic culture is accepted or 
acknowledged.  This leads to deculturation, where the members of the host 
community fail to acknowledge the existence of the diasporic culture and 
hence continue to be as a dominant culture. This often leads to the social 
exclusion of diasporic communities as the diasporic communities will be 
systematically blocked from rights, opportunities, and resources within the 
host communities.

Figure 9: Total rejection model of diaspora

Having outlined the theoretical framework and conceptual framework in 
addition to a literature review, the following chapters will focus on the findings 
and analysis gleaned from a public perception survey. A public perception 
study was conducted on five islands, with a total of 728 participants. The 
questionnaire was designed to glean information regarding their perception 
of the impact of the Indian and Bangladeshi diaspora in the Maldives. In this 
regard, participants were asked to respond to questions that covered social, 
economic and religious and cultural aspects. An analysis of the findings is 
presented in the following chapter.

Analysis

Social Impacts of Diaspora on Host-land

or the purpose of these study social impacts on diaspora is analyzed in three 
dimensions; (i) the impact of social gatherings and marriage (ii) impact of 
Crime (iii) impact of food, language, and lifestyle. More specifically, several 
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social remittances are discussed and analyzed in this chapter to understand 
how the host culture perceives the diasporic social identities and how these 
identities are affecting the host communities.

Social remittances in this paper are defined as the ideas, practices, 
mindsets, worldviews, values, and attitudes, norms of behavior and social 
capital (knowledge and experience) that diaspora mediates and transfers 
from the diasporic community to host community. The transfers of these 
social remittances are taken in two ways; the informal pathways and formal 
pathways. The informal pathway is referred to transmission of social identity 
through letters, telephone calls, emails and internet chat, and videos.  The 
formal pathways of these remittances include using their own ties, contacts 
and social affiliations, meet and enter face to face talks with people from their 
homeland. 

Another significant modality through which the social remittances 
are transferred is through informal networks and agencies within their 
communities.  These agents and network members are usually in the network 
for a longer period in the host land, and they help to bring members of their 
family and friends from the homeland to host land. This informal network 
helps to maintain the constant presence of diasporic identities in the hostland. 
It is important to note that in here, social remittances could be described both 
in public self and in private self. Public self-refers to how the individuals 
present themselves in public spheres, while private self-refers to how they 
perceive themselves with no engagement of society.

Given the background of how social remittances are transferred from 
home land to host land, the study will now focus on the impacts of these 
transferred remittances.  Furthermore, it is also important to note that most 
of the diasporic studies ignore the relevance of social remittances affecting 
the hostland. The concept of ‘impact’ usually revolves around economic 
dimensions, which is usually the focus of the government. The investments in 
capital and return on investments and the gross domestic production through 
goods and services are what is usually being considered in impact. However, 
what is more often felt within the public is the social remittances which are 
being neglected in policy formulations.

1. Impact of Social gatherings

In an interview with more than 700 participants from all around the 
Maldives, a survey was carried out to understand the public perception 
of the diasporic communities and to understand how they felt the impact 
of diaspora on themselves.  
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It is a common pattern in the Maldives, particularly in the capital, Male’, 
that there are specific places in which the diasporic communities gather 
in public. Usually, the gatherings are on Friday’s (the official public 
holiday), and none of the Maldivians would opt to stay or gather in these 
specific places. Out of all the respondents in the survey, 78.57 percent 
believed that social gathering from the diasporic communities in this 
particularly places should not be allowed and that they are taking the 
public spaces which actually belongs to host communities.

2. Reduced domestic spending

Another major concern regarding rampant diasporic communities is that 
a vast portion of the money that they earned is through local employment, 
but are not spent on the host country. Therefore, this reduction in social 
spending has a negative impact on the economy. The majority of the 
diasporic community is paid less in salary, and they usually remit 
more than half of their earnings to their families abroad. Thus, it does 
not circulate in the host country, which might eventually not lead to 
the mutual benefit of developing the host country, both economically 
and socially. Due to this, the public perception is that these diasporic 
communities are the people who rip the money off from the country.

3. Language Barriers

The basic problem of the diasporic communities is the language problem. 
Most of the diasporic communities in the Maldives do not speak either 
in Dhivehi (local language) or in English (second language). Many 
problems are arising within the diasporic communities due to the 
language barriers. The diasporic communities and the host communities 
usually lack communication between them due to this barrier, which 
further adds to misunderstandings and confrontations. 

The researches conducted in other parts of the world also identified 
language barrier as one of the factors affecting the diasporic communities’ 
health. Most often, they cannot understand what doctors say, and they 
are unaccompanied by a host lander. Also, they cannot usually read 
the prescriptions which lead to poor health conditions. The language 
barrier is also seen as a separating factor between diasporic and host 
communities. On the social side, the diasporic communities are more 
visibly seen as foreigners due to lack of speaking skills than they are 
easily discriminated by the host landers. 

Apart from the difficulties that the diasporic group is faced by, another 
important question in language barrier is the impact this language barrier 
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has on host communities’ identities. Out of 728 participants in the survey, 
513 participants believed that the use of local language by the diasporic 
communities poses challenges in keeping the local identity. Usually, 
due to the language barriers, those diasporic communities who stay in 
the Maldives for a longer period of time, tend to start speaking in the 
local language.  However, for the easy use of local language, when the 
diasporic communities speak, they tend to avoid the language structure, 
the pronunciation and usually mix up the similar words. However, what 
is more, significant is that when the diasporic communities tend to follow 
this pattern, the host landers started having the mirror effect to language, 
where they also use the unstructured, but the easy usage of language. 
Hence, it is evident that a high percentage of public respondents believed 
in the impact of language usage is affecting the host community.

4. Clothing and Lifestyle

Another dimension to consider in social remittances is the clothing and 
lifestyle of the diasporic communities to analyze whether this has an 
impact on the host community. As discussed in the theoretical chapters, 
the diasporic communities usually tend to assimilate their identities with 
host landers through public self, whereas the host landers assimilate in 
private self. As such, the study has also discussed the language as a mean 
of assimilation of the diasporic community but impacting host landers. 
Another such dimension is clothing where the diasporic communities 
tend to assimilate, but the public perception is that this has not led to a 
change in clothing within the host landers.  As the host country is usually 
seen as the more dominant culture, consisting of identities, the host 
culture rarely reflects the home countries identities, unless otherwise 
accepted by the host landers. The ANOVA test on the responses was 
carried out, which showed that distribution of the analysis of the impact 
on clothing was not same across the categories, with a significance 
level of 0.546; retained the null hypothesis that public perception 
is that clothing did not have a lasting impact on the host landers. As 
these public identities are seen more as a separating factor between the 
diasporic and host community; anyone can easily differentiate between 
the diasporic community and host community. However, there is a recent 
trend that the diasporic community is assimilating the clothing style of 
the host community. This assimilation could be subjected to increase the 
acceptability within the host community.

To analyze the lifestyle dimension, it is important to note that in the 
Maldives; usually people are categorized as low class and high class 



42

Diasporic Cultures of South Asia during 18th to 20th Centuries - Volume 1

based on occupational status, which is consequently affecting the 
occupational income.  Usually, the blue collar workers among the 
diasporic communities are engaged in work for a longer period of time, 
and mostly get only one off day per week. Hence, the lifestyle in the 
public sphere of blue-collar workers are limited to be seen only during 
weekends; explained in social gatherings. Furthermore, it is important 
to note in here that no blue-collar workers will be seen in restaurants 
or hotels where the locals gather. The white-collar workers also tend to 
work in long and odd hours, however, given that they are usually well 
paid, they could afford to gather in restaurants where most of the locals 
gather. However, this is also seen very rarely.

Another dimension which would add to lifestyle is the housing conditions 
of the diasporic communities. The majority of the diasporic population 
live in very poor housing conditions. There had been some cases reported 
to police, where social workers are forced to sleep on the balconies or  
of the apartments.  It is seen that the housing conditions that diasporic 
communities live are usually unhygienic and lacks proper ventilation. 
The housing is usually one room, shared by more than 10 to 15 workers, 
sleeping in shift hours. The living expenses in the Maldives, particularly 
in Male’ is comparatively high and it is difficult for the blue-collar 
workers with less than $200 salary to live on a single accommodation. 

There are also several cases reported where there are no proper working 
conditions for the diasporic communities. The salaries are usually paid 
late and are sometimes not given as agreed. 

The Maldives, currently do not have a minimum wage requirement. 
Hence, the wage is determined by market forces. Usually, a blue-collar 
worker is paid less than $20O, and hence, they are often required to 
perform part-time jobs; municipal services such as throwing garbage, 
cleaning motor bicycles and cleaning houses. The current regulations 
in the Maldives, restricts the diasporic community being involved in 
such part-time activities. However, with the lower wages, the diasporic 
communities cannot afford to live only with the fulltime job, and the 
locals also engage them in such activities because the labour is available 
at low cost.

5. Crime

Another dimension that needs to be analysed on the impact of diaspora on 
host culture is the factor of criminal activities. There are two perspectives 
in the involvement of crime; the effect of host landers involvement in 
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crime on diasporic community and vice versa. The Maldives is currently 
undergoing a very unstable social environment due to high unemployment 
rates, ineffective law enforcement policies, and political unsettlement.  A 
frequency test was carried out based on the public perception survey, 
and most of the respondents did not believe that diaspora is the result 
of the criminal activities being taken place in the host land. To further 
investigate this, a textual analysis was carried out based on the media 
reporting’s between the year of 2007 and 2013.  Some notable cases 
published in Haveeru Daily (local newspaper); published an article about 
a Bangladeshi worker being tied to a tree upside-down for three days as 
a means of physical abuse. 

Another case was published in 2012, where a Bangladeshi worker was 
locked inside a room for three days without fulfillment of any basic needs. 
In 2013, Haveeru Daily also published an article about a Bangladeshi 
woman being subjected to sexual abuse for a long period of time, and 
eventually needed serious medical care.  Another pattern in criminal 
activities usually targeted at diasporic communities is robbery. There are 
cases published in the media, where doctors and teachers of the diasporic 
communities were particularly targeted. 

After analyzing the host community’s involvement of crime to impact 
diasporic communities, the analysis will then focus on the involvement 
of criminal activities of the diasporic communities affecting the host 
community. Usually, the trends in criminal activities associated with 
the diasporic communities are published in the media; falling into three 
categories. The first is the involvement of diasporic communities in 
prostitution. Most often these involvements are backed by agents of host 
land, who facilitate the diasporic community to involve in prostitution.  
The second type of criminal activities associated with diaspora is the 
use of alcohol which is prohibited in the Maldives. It is seen from the 
published articles in the news that over 5 cases were reported during the 
first quarter of 2013 about the use of alcohol by the diasporic community 
in the Maldives.  The third type of criminal activity is the involvement of 
the diasporic community in child abuse cases reported. There are more 
than six published cases of child abuse by the diasporic community 
during the first quarter of 2013.

This poses a serious question of the psycho-social status of the 
diasporic communities living in the Maldives, which further needs to 
be investigated. Also, it is important to note in here that the reason why 
Maldivians do not see diaspora as a cause of increasing criminal activities, 
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may be due to the already existing high involvement of Maldivians in 
criminal activities. 

6. Marriage

Marriage is another social dimension that needs to be analysed when 
discussing the impact of diaspora on the host land. Between 1997 
and 2001, there have been 647 marriages between Maldivians and 
foreigners. In the first quarter of 2012, 101 marriages have taken places 
with Maldivians to the foreigners. As this is an aggregate statistic from 
the Civil Court of Maldives, there are no published individual statistics 
to find the Bangladeshi and Indian marriages to the Maldivians. Out of 
the 101 marriage, 85 marriages took place outside of Maldives, and 16 
marriages took place in the Maldives. 

With reference to the Civil Court in the Maldives, the current trend in 
marriage between locals and foreigners falls into two categories; (i) 
elderly Maldivian men marrying with young Indian women or girls (ii) 
young Maldivian girls marrying with young Bangladeshi men. The trend 
and pattern of this marriage types are interesting, and the reason for this 
pattern needs to be further investigated, as this would be the starting 
point of long-term diasporic settlement in the Maldives.

Furthermore, what is more, alarming is that out of 101 marriages, 20 
are divorced by the end of the first quarter of 2013. At the same time, it 
is also important to note that 67.44% of the respondents to the current 
study believed that diaspora-host marriage should be allowed.

7. Food

The public perception is that the diasporic food cultures do not have a 
significant impact on the host community. An ANOVA test was carried 
out to investigate the significance level of this impact; and at 0.057 level 
of significance the null hypothesis was retained, proving the public 
perception that food cultures do not have a lasting impact on host culture. 
The food the host community consumes is very similar to the diasporic 
communities, resulting in fewer challenges in assimilation.

8. Discrimination and future of diaspora

The last part of the social impact analysis is concentrated on the 
discriminating factors, which adds to the level of acceptability of the 
diasporic community from the host community.
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Table 8: Perception of host population on social dimensions of impact

Categories of Social 
Dimensions

Number of 
Respondents Agreed

% of Respondents 
Agreed

Diasporic Communities Take 
advantage of opportunities that 
host landers should get

494 67.85

Diasporic Communities 
brings more advantages than 
disadvantages

448 61.5

Diasporic Communities should 
get equal benefits

314 43.13

Diasporic Communities  
should get equal treatment

202 27.74

Diasporic Communities should 
be provided with basic needs

637 87.5

Host landers satisfaction of 
Diasporic Social workers

103 14.14

Host landers opinion on long 
term settlement

238 32.69

Survey questions posed to participants- Social Dimension, 2013 

From the public perception survey, it is known that a large number of 
participants identified that there is an unequal distribution of resource 
or engagement of diaspora in the host community. However, out of 728 
respondents, 494 believed that diasporic communities are ripping off the 
benefits which otherwise should be given to the host landers. Moreover, 61% 
of the respondents believed that diasporic communities pose more threat to 
the host community, rather than being involved in beneficial activities in the 
host communities. Also, it is seen from the table that only 27.74 % of the 
respondents believed in equal treatment of the diasporic community to that 
of host landers. In addition to this, 13% of the respondents only believed that 
diasporic community should be given the opportunity in civic engagement 
activities. 

What is notable is that although the host landers do not want to give 
same benefits that they get to the diasporic community, what is promising 
is that over 87.5% of the respondents believed that diasporic groups should 
be provided with basic needs, which includes proper working conditions, a 
minimum wage, and better housing conditions. 
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As we have seen in chapter one, there is a huge inflow of migrants 
settling down as social workers and child caretakers in the Maldives. 
Public perception was asked in how satisfied they are about the behavior 
of the diasporic workers while taking care of their children. Out of all the 
respondents, only 14% believed that they are satisfied with the way that the 
caretakers are performing their job. 

What could be comprehended from the above analysis is that there are 
impacts of diasporic communities, posing to host communities. Furthermore, 
this study of impacts; shows the xenophobic mentality that some of the host 
landers possess, and many at the stage are unwilling to accept diaspora as 
part of the host community. It is important to note in here that, 83.9% of 
the respondents believed that the diasporic community is affecting local 
community negatively. With this in the background, it is important to 
question the future direction of the diasporic communities. As the Maldives 
is a small country, lacking human and economic capital requires the diasporic 
communities contribution. Currently, the public perception is that they do not 
want the diasporic community to live in the Maldives for a longer period of 
time; over 71% of the respondents believed that the diasporic communities 
should only live in the Maldives for employment purposes and should not 
settle down in the Maldives for living purposes. However, with time, and 
with awareness programmes and integrating strategies to involve diasporic 
communities in developmental planning, the host landers may be willing to 
accept the diasporic communities as part of the society.

Economic Impact of Diaspora on Host-land

Beine (2011) notes that the “migrants generate significant externalities for 
the natives through capital and labor markets and as well as public finance 
channels.” It may then be a useful endeavor to attempt to identify how this is 
seen from the perspective of the host community. 

The study categorized the perceived impact based on social, economic 
and religious and cultural aspects. In terms of economic aspects, the following 
major themes were identified in the survey.

1. Diaspora employed in white collar work is generally accepted.

The survey revealed that the host community was, in general, more 
accommodating of Indian and Bangladeshi diaspora employed as 
teachers or doctors. The low level of human resource development in 
the country, coupled with the lack of trained professionals in these fields 
may be directly related to the readiness of the host community to be 
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more accepting of diaspora employed in these professions. For instance, 
88.46 % of those questioned believed that diaspora should be allowed to 
work as doctors and teachers.

In this regard, the host community evaluates the individuals based on a 
perceived utility that they provide to the host community, and are willing 
to accept the particular individual insofar as they provide sufficient 
benefits, and fill in the gaps in terms of knowledge and skill in the society. 
The selective nature of this acceptance has already been engaged within 
the preceding chapter. 

2. Diaspora employed in the blue collar work and domestic work are less 
accepted

The survey also analyzed the public perception in terms of their 
acceptability of Indian and Bangladeshi diaspora employed as blue-
collar workers and domestic workers.

A stark contrast was identified in terms of the public’s acceptance of such 
workers and those employed in the white collar work. For instance, 55.76 
percent of respondents believed that the diaspora should not be allowed 
to work in the agriculture and fishing industry. Similarly, 44.23 percent 
were not amenable to diaspora working as domestic help. It is interesting 
to note that the majority of the construction workers in the country 
herald from the diaspora in question. In this manner, these individuals 
contribute to filling in a significant resource deficiency in the country. 
However, given that the respondents in this survey were generally less 
accepting of the diaspora working in these industries indicate a certain 
perception in terms of evaluating the individual members of the diaspora 
based on their occupation.

In a similar manner, 322 of participants of the survey responded that they 
were less amenable to diasporic workers employed as domestic help and 
child caretakers. This is in line with the analysis presented previously 
whereby only 246 of the responded believed that they were satisfied with 
the way that the caretakers were performing their job. 

The survey then indicates that the occupation itself is a determinant 
of the extent that a particular diasporic worker will be accepted in the 
host community. Occupations, where the host community feels that the 
diasporic worker is bringing in much-needed talents, were more readily 
accepted than those where the worker may be easily replaced. 
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It is also important to examine and take into account the particular 
employment environment in which the diasporic communities work in 
the country. Whilst the majority of the white-collar workers, working as 
either doctors or teachers, are strictly regulated by the Ministry of Health 
and the Ministry of Education, the blue-collar workers are generally 
employed in the private sector, brought in through a quota system 
provided by the government to each company applying for such a permit. 
As such, whilst a degree of professionalism is maintained in recruiting 
and employing white-collar workers, the same is not true of blue collar 
worker. The result of this is that a market for illegal trafficking whereby 
low-wage workers are lured to the country by agents under the guise 
of ‘legitimate’ companies is prevalent. In many cases the passports of 
such workers are withheld by the employers, forcing the workers to live 
illegally in the country. An association is then created whereby the host 
community judges most of the diasporic workers employed in sectors 
such as construction to be illegal immigrants. This can be seen in some 
of the conversations between locals and diasporic workers whereby 
diasporic workers are often threatened that they will be reported to the 
authorities, even though the particular local in question may not have 
any knowledge of the legal status of the worker.

It is also important to note that the Maldivian community is largely 
society oriented, and as such, this may also impact the level of acceptance 
of a particular profession. In this regard, whilst doctors and teachers 
may be seen as vital to the society, the role of construction workers, 
for instance, may not be so readily seen. This can then contribute to the 
level of acceptance of certain professions of diasporic workers whilst 
rejecting others. This may be particularly important for policymakers as 
they design and implement policy formulations that deal with diasporic 
workers and their relationship with the host community.

Although there seems to be a particular bias in assessing the diasporic 
worker based on their occupation, it is also important to note that over 
89% of the respondents that participated in this study agreed that all 
diasporic workers should be provided with proper working conditions and 
a minimum wage. This then indicates that there is a level of acceptability 
of diasporic workers as constituting a part of the local community. As 
such given that a majority of respondents see that rights guaranteed to 
them as workers should also extend to the diasporic workers indicate 
that the host community is willing to accept their rights in spite of the 
particular perceptions that they may have of their occupations. The 
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following table summarizes the respondents’ perception in regard to the 
economic dimensions of the impact as it relates to diasporic communities.

Table 9: Perception of host population on economic dimensions of impact

Categories in 
Economic Dimensions

Number of 
Participants Agreed

% of participants 
Agreed

Diaspora working as 
doctors

448 61.53

Diaspora working as 
teachers

582 79.94

Diaspora working 
on agriculture and 
fisheries sector

322 44.23

Diaspora working as 
social workers

406 55.76

Diaspora working in 
Construction sector

541 74.31

Cultural and religious Impact of Diaspora on Host-land 

The survey also attempted to identify the perception of the host community 
in terms of the cultural and religious impact of the diasporic community 
in the country. In terms of religion, the overwhelming proportion of the 
participants in the survey responded that they would not be amenable to 
allowing the practice of other religions by diasporic workers in the country. 
Where the particular diasporic worker was a Muslim, respondents indicated 
that it was acceptable that they practice the religion in the country. It is also 
interesting to note that there is no segregation in mosques, and both the host 
community and the diasporic community feel comfortable practising the 
religion together. This then indicates that religion forms a significant bond 
and play an important role in bridging the host and diasporic community. 
Given that the Muslim doctrine encourages viewing fellow Muslims as 
brothers and sisters, religion constitutes as a factor that operates over and 
beyond other factors when it comes to determining the relationship between 
host and diasporic communities.

While the Muslim diasporic community may not have an issue in 
practicing their religion in the country, the same cannot be said of others 
of other religions. This is also enforced by the public authorities insofar as 
arrests have been made of diasporic workers attempting to practice their 
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religion in the country. As with religion as an aspect creating a particular 
bond between the host community and the Muslim diasporic community, it 
also acts as a barrier in the acceptability of others.

In terms of culture, a total of 87 respondents out of 728 noted that they 
would be amenable to diasporic workers staging their own cultural events for 
themselves. This resonates with the cultural event initiatives organised by the 
Indian Cultural Centre which receive interest from both the host and diasporic 
community. The Centre organises events that explore the Hindi language and 
poetry, in addition to allowing participants to experience classical dances 
such as Kathak and traditional Indian drumming, Tabla. In this manner, the 
Centre operates as an important node for the host community and diasporic 
community.

Whilst the respondents in the study were amenable to diasporic 
communities practicing their culture in the country, and they were less inclined 
to agree with setting up of specialized programs on the media targeted to such 
workers. For instance, 72.11% of respondents disagree with the proposal of 
producing and broadcasting special programmes for the diasporic community. 
This finding resonates with the earlier assertion made in the article that one 
of the most important determinants of acceptability of the activities of the 
diasporic community is contingent upon whether that activity is a public 
or private one. Given that media such as television is an inherently private 
experience, engaged with the family members, the dedicated diasporic 
media may interfere with this experience. As such, participants may be more 
reluctant to agree to bring in such media into their homes.

Findings and Conclusion

Based on the analysis, the specific findings of this study are given below;

1. The host landers have resistance to fully integrate with the diasporic 
community in the dimensions of culture and religion. Since, Maldives is 
a 100% Muslim country, with the current trend of increasing extremism, 
it is found that the public is not willing to accept a turn towards a 
multiculturalist and a secularist society

2. From the analysis, it is also found that the public opinion is that they 
believe some of the benefits that they should get in society are being taken 
by the diasporic communities in the Maldives. Specifically, employment 
opportunities, the social space in society and the revenue of the diaspora 
that is not utilized for gainful means within the country. 
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3. Another important dimension that was explored in the study was that 
the Maldives belongs to the category of ‘Selective Acceptance’ in the 
process of integrating the diaspora. This is where only some aspects of 
the diasporic community are allowed to integrate, while other selective 
elements are ignored. It is important to note that the host community 
usually tends to mingle with the diasporic community in the private self. 

This means that Maldivians do not generally have a negative attitude 
towards having an Indian or Bangladeshi worker at their workspace, or it 
does not matter to them to have a neighbor who belongs to the diasporic 
community, so long as they are not seen together in public space.

However, within the social stances; the Maldivians generally tend to 
neglect the diasporic communities. The host landers do not like to attend 
to their social gatherings, cultural performances or places where they 
dine; more specifically to be seen in social space with the diasporic 
community. More importantly, this integration is seen as accepting the 
elements that the host landers feel are not affecting to their direct lives.

4. The study also explored the economic dimension of the impact of 
diaspora on host land; which was separated into two further factors; 
acceptance of white-collar workers and blue-collar workers. In general, 
Maldivians tend to accept diasporic communities in employment sectors 
that are usually ignored by the Maldivians; such as domestic workers and 
manual labourers. Also, the host landers were willing to accept the white 
collar workers; teachers and doctors more than the blue collar workers. 
Also, there was marked resistance to accept diasporic communities in 
fishing and in agricultural sectors as these sectors were traditionally felt 
as belonging to Maldivians.

5. The research also found out that the host landers were willing to accept 
the expatriates for the purpose work, but not to a long-term settlement. 
Hence, there is resistance from the host community to accept them as 
part of the Maldivian society.

6. Based on the analysis, it is also comprehended that the public believes 
that they discriminate in diasporic communities by name-calling, and 
improper housing and working conditions. However, it is also evident 
that many of them believed that the government should have proper 
mechanisms to ensure that their human rights and basic needs need 
to be protected. Specifically, with the ban of Bangladeshi government 
allowing expatriates to the Maldives until the Maldivian government is 
able to secure the human rights of expatriates.
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7. The host landers also felt that there were many specific aspects affecting 
the lives of the host landers due to the diasporic communities’ interaction. 
Out of 728 respondents, 611 respondents agreed to this statement. Many 
were resistant to allow host-diasporic marriages in the society and 
generally have the attitude of believing that the diasporic groups need 
to assimilate themselves into the host culture because host culture is the 
dominant culture.

The present study has attempted to explore a relatively new field of 
research – that of the diaspora in the Maldives. As such, there is no 
significant academic source that can be utilized for the purposes of this 
study. Given this, an exploratory public perception survey, complemented 
by secondary data, including analysis of media texts, served to identify 
how host cultures interact with the diasporic communities. Whilst very 
few research focus on the issue of the diaspora from the perspective of 
the host country, it is hoped that the present study allows this and adds 
to the body of literature regarding this matter. Any subsequent study on 
the issue of the diaspora in the Maldives should essentially go beyond an 
exploratory study and attempt to examine the specificities involved. In 
this regard, it may be interesting to examine the interaction between the 
public and the private, juxtaposed with the diasporic and host community. 
In addition, the changes to food and marriage relationships can also be 
an interesting area to build upon from the present study.

The present study asserted that and presented a model of interaction 
between the host and diasporic culture. This model asserts that host 
and diasporic culture do not occur in isolation, nor does their particular 
interaction happen in a symmetric manner. Rather, particular aspects 
of the other culture are adopted whilst aspects that challenge one’s 
particular culture are rejected. These challenges may be rooted in 
religious association and other social factors. 

In this manner, both the host community and diasporic community 
display a particular agentival capacity in terms of accepting and rejecting 
various aspects of culture.

Limitations and further research agenda

Given the lack of research into the diaspora in the Maldives, the current 
study was conducted as exploratory research into this area. As such, the 
findings of this study are limited insofar as it does not engage with the deeper 
questions of how the relationship between host and diasporic communities in 
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the Maldives are constructed, maintained and articulated. Whilst this study 
found that specific aspects of diasporic communities are accepted by the host 
population, with marked differences in the receptivity to such in the private 
and public life, further research into this is may be useful to identify the 
specific mechanisms involved.

Policy Recommendations

It is important to note that diaspora does not simply imply the movement 
of people, but also the movement of cultures within themselves. Successful 
assimilation to the host country requires the migrants to interact with the 
new society while keeping the culture of origin alive to create a positive 
environment for the multicultural identity to form (Guraizo et al., 2003, Faist 
and Gerres, 2003). There is vast literature discussing policy recommendations 
that nurture and the benefits and mitigate the negative effects of the diaspora. 
From the analysis presented in the above chapters, there are specific policy 
recommendations that would be useful to consider engaging the diaspora in 
both social and economic development of the host country. More importantly, 
since the analysis showed that the public perception towards diaspora is 
negative, there need to be more comprehensive policy frameworks to increase 
the acceptability of diasporic communities from host communities.  It has 
come to the point that question is no longer about whether to have diaspora, 
but rather how to manage diasporic communities positively. As such some of 
the policy recommendations are;

National level policy directions

• Diaspora communities need to be incorporated in development strategies.  
These areas of cooperation may include the drivers of migration in 
source countries, networks that move people abroad and integrating 
legal diaspora into their destination countries.

• While many developing countries such as the Maldives have a large stock 
of immigrants, very few have policies on how to deal with immigration. 
It is also important to note in here that the developing countries are 
currently calling to attract highly skilled migrant works, discouraging 
irregular migration, and reports of growing xenophobia (Lucas, 2006). 
This trend in the inflow of migration is affecting the trend in diasporic 
communities as well.

• The policies need to be more comprehensive and need to cover more than 
‘who is allowed into the country.’ Currently, the immigration policies in 
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the Maldives lacks comprehensiveness and have no general framework 
towards migrants or the diasporic communities. Apart from the concerned 
governmental departments, other relevant authorities also need to revise 
their policy framework to integrate the diasporic communities in the 
Maldives, whom we cannot afford to neglect in development.

• In order to establish a comprehensive policy framework, there needs to be 
a feedback mechanism incorporated into the policies. More importantly, 
to ensure this there needs to be an active consular.

Incorporating integration strategies

• It is also important to develop educational policies to reflect in investing 
in skills that are needed within the country as well as in global markets. 
In this way, the countries could avoid increasing the number of diasporic 
groups entering into the host country for only the reasons necessary to 
facilitate in the economy.

• The fundamental integration strategies need to be focused on ‘becoming’ 
rather than ‘being.’ More importantly, it is important to understand that 
assimilation of diasporic communities alone will not be enough to integrate 
them into society. The diaspora should not be seen merely as the passive 
recipient and objects of the predominant host culture. They should be 
seen as part of the contributors to the social and economic development 
of the country. Also, there needs to be a sustainable engagement policy 
and practice framework to ensure the implementation.

• It is important that the diasporic groups to be integrated into the society 
in a manner that they are not the disadvantaged or neglected part of the 
community. In order for the diasporic community to engage fully in the 
host community’s development, it is vital for them to have access to 
resources.

• The Maldives currently needs to develop the conditions of economic 
integration, ensuring working conditions and compensations. Currently, 
Maldives does not have a minimum wage requirement and in many fields 
lack the comprehensive framework for working conditions.

Recruitment and inflow of diaspora

• To tackle the issue of recruitment companies and agencies, it is essential 
to make possible migrants aware and facilitate the entrance into host 
countries through safe and legal channels through better monitoring and 
recruitment processes.
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Flow of information and facilitating research

• Statistics of migration and remittances are often poor in quality in 
developing countries.  In this stance, there are no formal aggregate or 
individual data is available from the official authorizes in the Maldives.  
It is estimated that only very few statistics only measure migration 
flows and even scarcer when it comes to transit, circular and irregular 
migration (World Bank, 2011). It is important to make these statistics 
and information available to the general public, to increase the awareness 
and more importantly to increase the flow of information within the 
academicians so that proper analysis and suggestion will be built into 
research activities.

• It is very important to focus on research on diaspora at the local level 
at this stage because this is the starting phase of diaspora establishment 
in the Maldives. This would help to understand the ‘specific’ challenges 
faced by both diasporic community and host community.

Regional policies to facilitate integration

• Another important policy recommendation is ‘The international 
Remittance Agenda’ (Ratha, 2007). This agenda could be translated 
to a regional framework. The SAARC countries could itself have a 
remittance agenda within the SAARC countries to monitor, analyse 
and project remittances. Also, this agenda could improve retail 
payment systems through the use of better technologies and regulatory 
mechanisms. Another advantage which would add to this agenda is that 
it would help to link remittances to financial access at the households and 
furthermore, could help to leverage remittances for capital market access 
at institutional levels. The overall objective of this remittance agenda 
can leverage remittance flows for development by making them cheaper, 
safer and more productive for both home landers and host landers.

• It will also be helpful for SAARC countries to have bilateral coordination 
that will help to protect the rights of the diasporic communities; so that 
the mechanism for ensuring the safety, security, and legality of these 
groups are ensured.  While the countries have an obligation to protect 
the diasporic community’s human rights, the diaspora also have to abide 
by laws and regulations in the host country. However, it is important to 
understand in here that the diaspora can abide by the rules and regulations 
only when the rules and regulations and translated into themes in which 
they are familiar and understandable to them.
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• Wide recognition needs to be applied to the human rights approach in 
the diaspora; regionally. Moreover, for this to take place effectively, the 
regional corporations such as SAARC can have a mechanism to ensure 
best practice with a regional database with up-to-date information on 
diaspora statistics, policies, programmes, and guidelines.

Awareness

• The divergent sets of societal expectations and resulting psychological 
pressure often lead to the marginalization of the diaspora in the 
host country. For this, the government of the host country needs to 
implement integration policies through active participation from the host 
communities.

• Awareness needs to be demonstrated in the host community, with the 
integration of intercultural aspects.

• It is also important to understand diaspora in terms of human dimensions 
rather than focusing solely on economic dimensions of the diaspora. The 
culture, language, society and public health factors need to be added to 
the analysis of diaspora studies.

• It is also necessary to dispel the myth that for every migrant that has access 
to economic opportunity, a citizen is denied a job or the opportunity to 
establish a business. For this to effectively takes place in awareness, the 
media needs to play a vital role. Currently, the media is usually targeting 
towards the negativity of having diasporic communities in the Maldives. 
This flow of idea needs to be eradicated. 

• In the Maldives, since integration policies have not been yet implemented, 
it is important to raise public awareness at this stage.  Most often, the 
host communities make the integration strategies without consultation 
from the diasporic communities. This leads the framework to be biased, 
lacking practicality in implementation. Hence, it is important to have 
dialogues within both communities before action is being put into place.

Stakeholder and civil society participation

• There need to be local and national civil society organizations that need 
to work in collaboration with government authorities to direct strategies 
and programs to contribute to social cohesion.

• More importantly, there also needs to be mutually beneficial coordination 
between the diasporic community and the host community; specifically, 
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an independent platform needs to be provided for open discussions of 
challenges and opportunities, both from diasporic and host community.

• There also needs to be cultural events that enhance to increase participation 
from both the diasporic community and the host community. This would 
help to maintain a more tolerable environment, hence leading to accept 
the differences within both communities. 

• To further implement integration strategies effectively, there needs to 
be stakeholder mobilization, including government officials, diaspora 
spokespersons, and non-governmental public sector engagements. The 
partnership needs to be promoted at all levels within the community to 
integrate diaspora into developmental planning.
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Appendix A

Questionnaire used in the Survey

Translation of the Questionnaire used in the Survey

ID:

Name:

Age:

Sex:

Birthdate:

Residential Island:

Permanent Island:

Answer the statements given below with ‘Yes’ or ‘No’

1. I would not mind if Indian and Bangladeshi expatriates celebrate their 
cultural days in Maldives

2. I would not mind if Indian and Bangladeshi expatriates practice their 
religion in privately

3. I would not mind if they have social gatherings in the society

4. I would not mind to eat in a restaurant where they dine

5. I would not mind to go to a stage show hosted by Indian and Bangladeshi 
migrant workers

6. I believe they are ripping off the benefits which otherwise we would be 
getting

7. I do not have any hesitancy in being married to an Indian or Bangladeshi 
expatriate

8. I would like to have Indian or Bangladeshi doctors in Maldives

9. I believe Indian and Bangladeshi expatriates brings more threat than 
good to the community

10. I believe equal opportunities at work should be provided to Bangladeshi 
and Indian expatriates

11. I would like to have Indian or Bangladeshi teachers in Maldives

12. I would not mind to have a Bangladeshi or Indian expatriate in fishing 
industry and Agriculture Industry
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13. I would not mind to have a Bangladeshi or Indian expatriate as a house 
maid

14. I would like to have Indian or Bangladeshi expatriates in construction 
industry

15. I believe Bangladeshi and Indian emigrant workers should settle down 
in Maldives for long term

16. I believe Bangladeshi and Indian emigrant workers should be in Maldives 
for work purposes only

17. I believe we should give voting rights and citizenship to Indian and 
Bangladeshi diaspora in Maldives

18. I would not mind to have Indian or Bangladeshi expatriate in my working 
environment

19. I believe Indian and Bangladeshi expatriates are treated fairly in Maldives

20. I believe we discriminate Indian and Bangladeshi migrant workers (name 
calling, poor accommodation, low wages)

21. I believe Indian and Bangladeshi expatriates should be provided with 
appropriate accommodation, medical and insurance facilities as equal to 
Maldivians

22. I would not mind to sit next to them in a queue

23. I would not mind to eat Indian or Bangladeshi food

24. I believe Indian and Bangladeshi emigrant workers are not part of our 
society

25. I believe our linguistic aspects are eroding because of Bangladeshi and 
Indian migrant workers

26. I believe our societal aspects are eroding because of Bangladeshi and 
Indian migrant workers

27. I believe they are the reason for increase in crime rates in Maldives

28. I believe the way that Indian and Bangladeshi Social Workers raise our 
kids are beneficial to society.

29. I believe it is all right to have Indian and Bangladeshi Television and 
radio channels in Maldives

30. I believe it is all right for Indian and Bangladeshi Communities to bring 
their families to Maldives and settle down



A Socio-Cultural Profile of Pakistani Diaspora in Hong Kong
Professor Syed Minhaj ul Hassan

Abstract

There are around 25,000 Pakistanis living in Hong Kong. Their arrival 
in Hong Kong dates back to the mid-nineteenth century. Initially most 
of them were brought as soldiers in the Police Department. They have 
played a significant role in the security of Hong Kong. Initially these 
police personnel were given their own residential area where all these 
policemen of Pakistani origin were settled. With the passage of time they 
became part and parcel of Hong Kong society. Though they have played 
a significant role in the socio-economic development of Hong Kong, as a 
community they have also kept their socio-cultural life distinct from the 
host community. How they keep their socio-cultural traits intact while 
living in Hong Kong, it is an interesting story. This research is on the socio-
cultural life of the Pakistani Diaspora in Hong Kong and the significant 
features as well as problems they are facing in Hong Kong.

Introduction:

The Pakistanis’ history in Hong Kong (Hong Kong means “Fragrant 
Harbour”) can be traced back to the middle of 19th Century when Pak-India 
sub-continent was ruled by the British. Though at that time there was no 
country with the name of Pakistan, the people who came from the areas 
which now make parts of Pakistan are considered Pakistanis. Dr. Anita W. 
Weis, a scholar from Oregon University, USA also has suggested the same in 
her article on the Indians in Hong Kong. Another scholar, Barbara-Sue White 
in her book ‘Turbans and Traders: Hong Kong Indian Communities’ has also 
used the term Indians for both Pakistanis and Indians while discussing their 
history and culture before the creation of Pakistan. 

At that time Hong Kong was a small part of San On District of Kwan 
Tung Province (with a population of 5,000 only as compared to the present 
which is more than 7 million) but was handed over to the British Empire 
by the Viceroy of Canton (Guangzhou), China in January 1841. At that 
time Hong Kong was inhabited mostly by farmers and their families living 
in the valleys, and fishermen living on boats along the sheltered coast. The 
first British commercial ships sailed into Chinese waters under the flag of 
East India Company for trade between Pak-India sub-continent and Japan. 
The British extended their control over Hong Kong when they signed the 
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Convention of Beijing in 1860 AD, which formally ended hostilities in the 
Second Opium War fought between 1856-58. The British government later 
signed another agreement with China in 1898 for a 99-year lease of the New 
Territories with the aim to protect Hong Kong in better way. It was this rule 
of the British, both in Hong Kong and Pak-India sub-continent, which paved 
the way for the arrival of people from the areas now in Pakistan. The early 
seamen mostly came from the shores of Malabar, Bay of Bengal, Attock, 
Hazara, Lahore, Gujrat and Faisalabad. 

These early settlers had no proper accommodation or housing but 
somehow they remained well-connected with each other in an area known 
as Lower Lascar Row – in the Central area, better known to the old timers of 
Hong Kong as “Moro Kai” (Streets of the people of the Moors). The Muslim 
seamen held their first collective prayer (Namaz ba-jamat) in an open street 
at Lower Lascar Row, and continued to do so for a while until the first 
Mosque was constructed at Shelly street, Central in 1849. Along with the 
mosque, quarters were also built for the residence of Maulvi and rest house 
for wayfarers. The first Maulvi was brought from Attock, Pakistan. 

Besides the seamen there were others who came as soldiers in the Hong 
Kong Singapore Battalion of the British Army. In addition to those who served 
in the British Army there were some in the police. Others were from different 
Government departments, banks, schools and other private organizations as 
well as traders. Before the establishment of Pakistan these people from the 
sub-continent had formed the Kowloon India Tennis Club in 1907 for their 
leisure times. After the creation of Pakistan, the people of the country in Hong 
Kong found themselves without a club house or a representative body as the 
Indian Muslim Society had ceased to exist. Now the Pakistanis formed the 
Pakistan Muslim Society in 1950. The Pakistan Trade Commission opened its 
office in Hong Kong in 1957 and its first Senior Trade Commissioner played 
a very important role in uniting the Pakistani community. The Pakistanis 
officially registered themselves with the Hong Kong Government in 1960 as 
the Pakistan Association of Hong Kong. 

Most of the Pakistanis who are living in Hong Kong came before 1969, 
when immigration to the island was freely allowed. The early immigrants 
mostly joined the Hong Kong Government departments, such as Police 
Force, Prison Department, PWD, Railway etc. Many Pakistanis also came 
here during the Korean War to work as textile labour, security guards in the 
security companies and government agencies. Later when the textile industry 
shrank and could not expand, these people joined private security agencies as 
security guards and watchmen. These people mostly belong to Attock, Azad 
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Kashmir, Chakwal and Faisalabad. They have proved themselves as honest, 
trustworthy and dependable people in Hong Kong.

There are also some Pakistanis working in the multinational organizations 
including international Banks at different levels. Some of the Pakistanis have 
reached to the high echelons of power in the Hong Kong official circles, one 
has become one of the three permanent judges of the Court of Final Appeal 
viz. Justice (Retd.) Syed Kemal Shah Bukhari, while the other had become 
member of the Council of the Stock Exchange of Hong Kong (now Hong 
Kong Exchanges and Clearing) viz. Syed Dawood Shah Bukhari.  A number 
of Pakistanis are also in business, while some of them are doing very well, 
some have modest set ups. These businessmen have their own Association 
by the name of Pakistan Traders Association, which came into existence in 
2002. 

For the welfare of Pakistanis living in Hong Kong they are also working 
many non-governmental organizations, such as the Pakistan Islamic Welfare 
Union, which was established in 1998 with the aim to look after the interests 
and welfare of large labour force working in Hong Kong. It holds few functions 
for the Pakistani Community every year. It also runs a child community centre 
and coordinates with district welfare offices of the Government of Hong 
Kong. Another important welfare organization of Pakistanis is the Pakistan 
Student Association Hong Kong, which aims to uplift the educational and 
socio-economic status of Pakistani youth and community in Hong Kong, and 
encourages and promotes multicultural society in Hong Kong.  Pakistanis 
also actively participate in other welfare organizations, which are not 
focusing exclusively on Pakistanis but Pakistanis play a dominant role in 
these organizations.

Geography of Hong Kong:

Hong Kong is located in the Southeast of People’s Republic of China and is 
part of Peoples Republic of China. However, the city state has been granted 
special status called Hong Kong Special Administrative Region. It covers a 
total of 1,102 Km2 areas and is consisted upon the following areas: 

The present Hong Kong territories are spread over four main areas, 
viz.234 outlying islands including Lantau, Hong Kong Island, Kowloon, 
and New Territories. Amongst the 234 outlying islands, covering an area of 
178.67 km2, Lantau Island is the largest where Hong Kong International 
Airport is also located. Hong Kong Island covering an area of 80.4 km2 
is the financial nerve center of Hong Kong where many old Hong Kong 
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buildings can also be found. Kowloon peninsula covering an area of 46.93 
km2 is comparatively less upscale as compared to Hong Kong Island but its 
districts are heavily populated and is also the main center for tourists. New 
Territories, the largest area of Hong Kong, covering 796 km2 is close to 
Chinese boarders and currently half of Hong Kong population lives here. All 
these areas of Hong Kong are well connected through road and rail network 
and are reachable within less than an hour time. (Gordon Mathews 2011: 
5 & Spanish Chamber of Commerce, http://www.spanish-chamber.com.hk/
pages/viewfull.asp?CodArt=44, accessed on 26 January 2014).

 (Map showing four parts of Hong Kong)

Categories of Pakistanis in Hong Kong:

Pakistanis have arrived in Hong Kong at different periods of history. 
Accordingly their feelings towards the country are varied. Those who have 
arrived after the creation of Pakistan has a clear identity as Pakistanis, but 
those who have come to Hong Kong before the creation of Pakistan from 
the present day Pakistani territories have a different situation. Sindhis, who 
now identify themselves with India, many of them were originally living in 
the territories now make Pakistan. The most prominent amongst them is the 
Harilela family, whose forefather, Mr. Naroomal Harilela (who was the first 
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in the family to come to Hong Kong) and his family was living in Hyderabad, 
Pakistan before the Partition. One of his aunts continued to live there even 
after the creation of Pakistan (Laila Harilela, written information 2014 & 
Iqbal Khan, Interview 2013).

 There are also many Sindhis (from today’s Pakistani territories) who 
migrated to Hong Kong at the time of Partition, before moving to Hong 
Kong they had spent time in Bombay and even now have houses or relatives 
there. There are Muslim Indians who have married Chinese girls and identify 
themselves with India, however, when the question of resettlement after the 
handover of Hong Kong to China in 1997 arises, then their clear preference 
is Pakistan rather than India (Barbra-Sue White 1994: 8).

Two other very important business Pak-Indian sub-continent communities 
are Bohras and Ismailies, both are considered split away branches of the 
Shia Muslims. Their identity in Hong Kong is different from each other. The 
Bohras consider themselves Indians though there are many of them who 
have married to Pakistani girls. The Ismailies consider themselves Pakistanis 
(Ahmad Balal, Interview 2013 & Zoheir Tayab, Interview 2013).

On the legal basis in Hong Kong, Pakistanis can be divided into 
many categories. There are those who are known as Hong Kong’s British 
Dependent Territories Citizens (BDTC). The British Parliament in April 1990 
passed a bill called British Nationality (Hong Kong) Bill, which granted “…
citizenship and right to abode in Britain to only 50,000 carefully selected 
heads of households and their families” (Barbara-Sue White 1994: 227).

Some of the Pakistanis who have been living in Hong Kong for long 
time were issued British National Overseas (BNO) passports which the 
British government had started issuing since 1987, “…allowing holders to 
travel to, but not to reside in, Britain, Hong Kong, or anywhere else. These 
will not be issued after 1997, meaning that the children of current holders 
will be ineligible even for this dubious document. Instead, only the next two 
generations of South Asian and other ethnic minorities will be issued British 
Overseas Citizens (BOC) passports….” (Barbara-Sue White 1994: 228).

After the 1997 handover of Hong Kong to China the joint Declaration on 
the government of Hong Kong as a Special Administrative Region (HKSAR) 
ignored the minorities’ status. A British declaration promised the right of 
travel to the holders of BDTC passports without giving them the right of abode 
in Britain. While the Peoples’ Republic of China announced the granting of 
Chinese citizenship to all ethnic Chinese living in Hong Kong, they ignored 
ethnic minorities. However, Article 24, Clause 4 of the Basic Law provided 
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the right of permanent residence to all those non-Chinese people who had 
been living or would live in future in Hong Kong for seven or more years 
before or after 1997 (Barbara-Sue White 1994: 227-228).

These people are British citizens and were living in Hong Kong at the 
time of British handover of Hong Kong to China in 1997. The families 
of these people have become cosmopolitan as they are spread in different 
countries of the world. One such Pakistani who runs a business in Chungking 
Mansions was interviewed by Gordon Mathews and he stated, “I manage a 
guesthouse in Chungking Mansions, but my son is a doctor in London and 
my daughter is studying in the United States’- making a better future for 
themselves not just away from Chungking Mansions but from Hong Kong.” 
(p.69) Quoting Tariq Soomro of the Pakistan Consulate General in Hon Kong 
Barbara-Sue White writes that there were around 2,000 Pakistanis with dual 
citizenship in Hong Kong after the handover of the colony to China but the 
same author at another place on page 228 mentions 2,200 Pakistanis holding 
BDTC passports (142 & 228).

However, according to Syed Raza Hassan Abedi, himself holder of British 
Nationality, around 06 months before the handover of Hong Kong to China, 
the Indians/Pakistanis especially the Sindhis started a vociferous campaign 
for their right to be given full citizenship of Britain as they did not hold 
Hong Kong passports but they were living in Hong Kong for decades. After 
this the then Labour Government passed a bill from the British Parliament 
which granted full citizenship to those Pakistanis/Indians including other 
foreigners, who have been living in Hong Kong permanently for more than 
07 years (Interview 2014).

Another category of Pakistanis is of those who have arrived in Hong 
Kong to seek asylum. There are many who are genuine asylum seekers but 
there are also people who can be termed as economic migrants but they 
want to avail the opportunity through asylum. The Pakistani asylum seekers 
normally apply for a Chinese visa in Pakistan through some agents, when 
they are granted visas, then they travel through China to reach Guangzhu 
and Shenzhen. There they contact the human smugglers and pay them some 
money to be transported to Hong Kong.  These human smugglers use speed 
boats and bring them to one of the isolated islands of Hong Kong during 
night time from where they are mostly driven to the Hong Kong by taxi 
drivers (Ahmad Balal, Interview 2013 & Norma Connolly & Clifford Lo, 
Proquest 2013).

It is not easy to get asylum in Hong Kong because Hong Kong is not the 
signatory of UN’s Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, however, it 
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is signatory of Convention Against Torture (CAT). Over the years the Hong 
Kong Government had left the issue of asylum to the offices of UNHCR in 
Hong Kong, which was understaffed and could not handle the rush of asylum 
seekers (Gordon Mathews 2011: 190).

During the period of 2006 to 2007 UNHCR was issuing appointment 
letters to the asylum seekers which were not formal letters and were not 
enough for legal protection. The result was that the law enforcement agencies 
were hounding the asylum seekers and putting them behind the bars for many 
months ranging from a month to six months period. This used to greatly 
terrify them and many would stay within their rooms for days and days 
fearful of arrest. This situation changed a little bit when Hong Kong English 
media raised voice against these injustices meted out to asylum seekers. 
Some asylum seekers also went on hunger strike in jail while others marched 
on the UNHCR headquarters. This also attracted the attention of Hong Kong 
Legislators and Director of Immigration who visited them (Gordon Mathews 
2011: 190-191). 

These events resulted in some relaxation to the asylum seekers including 
Pakistanis. The Hong Kong government limited the stay of asylum seekers 
making it less than a week to one month maximum. After spending the time 
in detention the asylum seekers are given identity papers in shape of a plastic 
laminated card which the asylum seekers carry in lieu of passport or Hong 
Kong Identity Card. This card prevents the Hong Kong law enforcement 
authorities to arrest the asylum seekers again until their cases are decided 
(Gordon Mathews 2011: 191).

Starting from 2007 the Human Rights lawyers advised the asylum 
seekers to apply through CAT to get the refugee status instead of or as well 
as the UNHCR. It was also because of the prolonged process and indifferent 
attitude of NNHCR in Hong Kong towards the plight of asylum seekers in 
Hong Kong that the asylum seekers turned towards the government of Hong 
Kong though it was considered almost impossible to get the right of residency 
in a third country through it. It is obvious from the stringent policy of the 
Government of Hong Kong regarding asylum seekers as the government 
has not granted residence status to almost any asylum seekers within their 
boundaries (Gordon Mathews 2011: 191).

The Pakistanis who have sought asylum in Hong Kong love their country 
in spite of the fact that there are many who have come to Hong Kong due 
to the fear of persecution back in Pakistan. This can be verified by the fact 
that one person namely Muhammad Hasan who fled Pakistan due to the fact 
that his marital relations with his wife were not satisfactory but his extended 
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family, particularly uncles, wanted him to keep the marital bond intact or he 
can be killed if he broke the marriage. Since he was not satisfied with his 
marriage and could not handle the stress he came to Hong Kong and sought 
asylum but he believes that if he did not have marital and family problems 
he would have been better off in Pakistan (Gordon Mathews 2011: 184-187).

Another Pakistani woman who is Ahmadi by belief while talking about 
her own status and Pakistan observed “Yes, some Pakistanis hate Ahmadiyya 
Muslims like me, but I still love my country very very much ___ those who 
hate us are just some people in my country, not my country as a whole.” 
(Gordon Mathews 2011: 204). It is a fact that there are many who have been 
forced to leave their country to save their lives but they love their country 
may be as a compensation for being not able to return back to their homeland. 
They love their country as they believe that it’s not their country which has 
persecuted them but rather that was the government who have tortured them 
and have targeted them (Gordon Mathews 2011: 204).

Defining different Pakistani categories the Consul General of the Islamic 
Republic of Pakistan in Hong Kong, Mr. Ahmad Balal stated that Pakistanis 
can be divided in the following categories:

1. British Nationality Origin (BNO)

2. British citizens

3. Temporary Pakistani Residents, who are in Hong Kong either for doing 
jobs and study. In this category those government of Pakistan employees 
are also included who are on deputation in different Pakistani offices 
like Pakistan Consulate, Hong Kong Baptist University, Pakistan 
International Airline, National Bank of Pakistan etc. 

4. Permanent Residents of Hong Kong who came as temporary residents 
to work or study here but with the passage of time they either became 
permanent residents after spending 07 years or married the local Chinese 
or Hong Kong resident Pakistani girls.

5. Another category of Pakistanis in Hong Kong is of those who are 
working in Hong Kong on different countries’ passports like USA, 
Canada, Australia, etc.

6. Asylum seekers and illegal residents who have submitted their cases 
for asylum but their cases are not yet decided (Ahmad Balal, Interview 
2013).
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Local Boys/Girls:

The children who were the offspring of Pak-Indian sub-continent men 
married to Chinese women were/are generally called “local boy” or “local 
girl”. These children though genealogically trace their background to the 
Pak-Indian sub-continent fathers; most of them consider themselves as 
Hong Kongers. (Muhammad Khan, a ‘local boy’, Interview 2013). In the 
beginning, the Chinese families were reluctant to marry their girls to the 
local boys due to the importance given to the kinship by them but since the 
local boys were economically well-off, they were able to marry Chinese girls 
who normally would convert to Islam. However, the dilemma was that of 
the wealthy local girls, who would not marry a poor Chinese man both for 
religious and social reasons. Discussing this dilemma of the local girls and 
local boys Anita M. Weiss while giving reference of a discussion with a well-
known Indian Muslim family writes:

“Local girls weren’t so easy to marry. They were quite choosy. They 
looked for higher status and better education than the local boy had. They 
were looking to marry up. Most, therefore, married foreigners, if they could, 
or else local boys, or became spinsters. Few married Chinese then” (422).

There were other reasons for such situations as well which had roots 
in culture and orientations. Generally the Pakistanis prefer marriages within 
their own extended families like first cousins either from father or mother 
side. This is particularly true about the girls as they are to leave their parents’ 
house to live with their in-laws and the parents are not sure about the 
unknown bridegroom’s family environment so they are reluctant to marry 
their daughters outside their family. But in case of boys since the bride will 
move to the bridegroom family, parents are more accommodating towards 
girls outside their family. Overall result of this situation is that the families 
more tended towards traditional values would result in more spinsters (Gulzar 
Hussain Sagar, Interview 2013).

Arrival of South Asian Muslims

Before the arrival of South Asians; the Muslims’ arrival can be traced 
back to 7th century in the nearby Chinese territory of Canton (now known 
as Guangzhu). According to some sources the Holy Prophet Muhammad 
(PBUH) sent one of his companions Hazrat Sa’ad Bin Abi Qaqas to China 
for the propagation of Islam in 629 A.D. He made Canton his headquarter 
for his missionary activities and succeeded in bringing many Chinese to the 
fold of Islam. Sa’ad Bin Abi Waqas after his death was buried in a Muslim 
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cemetery in Canton, where his tomb is still visited by many Muslims. Later 
some Muslim Arabs, Persians, and Indian traders also came to china for 
their business activities and thus the population of Muslims increased with 
the passage of time (Haji Kafayatullah Rahmani 2012: 1 & Ahmad Balal, 
Interview 2013).

When the British arrived in South China they found five Muslims’ mosque 
flourished. The Muslims had also established their settlements in Macau, 
where the Europeans used to visit during and between trading season with 
Guangzhu. In Hong Kong some Muslims lived in modern Central District 
known as Lower Lascar Row, the Street of the Moros, or ‘Moro Kai, then 
situated near the harbor before reclamation even before Hong Kong became 
British colony. Later these Muslims dispersed into other parts of the colony 
like Tsim Sha Tsui, and the original road became famous as ‘Cat Street’, 
home of numerous curio and antique dealers (Barbara-Sue White, 59).

The Pakistanis/Indians are cosmopolitan by nature in the sense that 
they have been traveling around the world as traders, professionals, military 
personnel, watchmen and labourers, and Hong Kong was also explored by 
them for their variety of ventures. When the British extended her imperial 
territorial control to Hong Kong in the middle of 19th century, the South 
Asian Muslims also accompanied the British Masters. In the early days the 
South Asian Muslims were not easily distinguishable from Parsees, Hindus, 
and Sikh countrymen. These early South Asian Muslims were mostly seamen 
and traders who after arrival into Hong Kong gave a sense of identity to the 
Indian sub-continent Muslims. These were later joined by people from the 
Pakistani territories of present days Attock, Hazara, Lahore and Gujrat who 
were mostly traders and contractors. With the growing British Empire more 
people arrived from these areas as security staff which included the services 
of, military, police and prisons (Trustees of the Islamic Community Pamphlet 
n.d.: 1, Anita M. Weiss 1991: 419 & Barbara-Sue White 1994: 1 & 59).

By mid 1840s the Pak-Indian sub-continent traders had achieved 
prominent position in Hong Kong and some of the firms were leading firms 
of the colony. Most of the trade in early days that earned fortunes was in 
opium. Those were early days of colony when around hundred foreign 
businessmen were competing with each other. “Approximately a quarter of 
these adventurous firms were Parsi or Muslim, and the largest of the Indian 
enterprises was D. and M. Rustomjee, a Parsi firm with fifteen partners. 
The British firm of Jardine, Matheson and Company, with five partners and 
twenty assistants, was the most grandiose international concern. Along with 
many European traders, Matheson and Jardine both received their early trade 
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experience in India itself and with Indian-based firms. Rustomjee numbered 
fourth after Dent and Russel (Barbara-Sue White, 12).

The early people from Pakistan-India sub-continent who came to Hong 
Kong had no intentions to settle in the colony and mostly they were men. 
“The first Registrar-General estimated the total population of Hong Kong 
at around 24,000 in 1845. This figure included 362 Indians of whom 346 
were men, accompanied by only twelve women and four children, but did 
not include the all-male Indian troops in the garrison. Many of these Indian 
troops were based at Sai Ying Pun, the Western Military Camp at West Point, 
but some Indian troops were still housed in temporary matsheds in Central. 
Other troops were at Chek Pai Wan (Aberdeen), Chek Chu (Stanley), and Sai 
Wan. It was a lonely existence for all Indians in Hong Kong, whether present 
as traders, guards and police, or military, for they were merely accepted by 
others, and their families were far away” (Barbara-Sue White 1994: 18).

The living environment for troops, especially for Pak-Indian sub-
continent troops, in Hong Kong was very harsh and hostile. They were usually 
hit by malarial fever and many lost their lives. At the West Point military 
camp in 1843 100 men died of fever. Between May and October the same 
year 25 percent troops stationed in Hong Kong died of fever. Such calamities 
affected the Indians more than the Europeans and Chinese. The mortality rate 
was not only high on the Hong Kong territory but also on the British ships 
which affected both Indians/Pakistanis and British alike (Barbara-Sue White 
1994: 18).

British had always used Pakistani/Indian troops for show of their power 
on the China coast. It is obvious from Lord Napier request of 1835 for both 
navy and military troops from Pak-India sub-continent to be used in autumn 
against China. His frigate, Imogene and other ships sailing from Pak-India 
sub-continent were run by Pakistani/Indian crew. Before that in 1832 a small 
opium smuggling ship, Jamesina, owned by Jardine and Matheson also had 
large number of Pakisanis/Indians, which included “…ten Europeans, a 
crew of fifty-four Indian lascars, and four Chinese staff members. Sir Henry 
Pottinger, replacing Elliot, who had originally obtained Hong Kong for 
Britain, was given 10,000 troops, many of whom were Indian, to finish the 
Opium War of 1842.” (Barbara-Sue White 1994: 18-19) Actually Hong Kong 
remained a very important station for the British and whenever they wanted 
to shift their troops to other parts of the Empire, Hong Kong was always one 
of the postings. 
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Anita M. Weiss giving reference of K.N. Vaid writes in her article that 
there were four reasons which facilitated the arrival of South Asian Muslims 
in Hong Kong and later joining these services:

“Firstly, the British actively recruited South Asians into the military 
in India and transported them throughout the Empire to maintain law and 
order. Secondly, many Indians (mostly from Tamil Nadu) were sent to the 
Straits Settlements in Southeast Asia to work as either indentured or free 
laborers. In time, some of these individuals migrated to Hong Kong as 
sailors or traders, often with Malay Muslims. Thirdly, South Asian traders 
(generally from mercantile communities) were able to spread throughout 
the British Empire without restriction until the 1930s. Finally, the British 
enabled a small number of South Asians to work as petty clerks in various 
parts of their empire. Descendants of traders acknowledged to us that given 
their aptitude for English, they were able to be recruited to work in clerical 
positions for both the colonial government and private British trading firms, 
thereby enhancing their socioeconomic position in the Colony” (Anita M. 
Weiss 1991: 419-420).

The early Pakistanis/Indians who were consisted upon seamen, traders 
and different security personnel started living in Central on the Hong Kong 
Island. The total numbers of these people were 346 men, 12 women, and 4 
children out of the total population of the colony numbering 24,000 in 1845. 
Later these Indians also started living in Tsim Sha Tsui when the Kowloon 
area was ceded to the British (Barbara-Sue White 1994, 18).

The contacts and influence of Pakistanis/Indians was not limited to 
army or trade relations. Pakistanis/Indians played a significant role in the 
development of young territory of Hong Kong. Governor, Sir Henry Bowring 
in 1850 recognized the importance of all races in Hong Kong by declaring 
that all landholders should be equally given the right to vote. “He listed 
qualified landholders as sixty-nine British, forty-two Chinese, and thirty other 
nationalities, which would have included Parsi and Bohra Muslim Indians, 
Portuguese, and a few others” (Barbara-Sue White 1994: 19).

The number of South Asian Muslims, principally Punjabi Muslims from 
the present day Pakistan territories increased, as the British established firmly 
their colony in Hong Kong. They were working to the British government 
and firms in different capacities like Army Personnel, Police Constables, 
Marine Guards, Dockyard Guards, Watchmen, Bank Clerks, Royal Naval 
Dockyard Police, Ferry Supervisors, Post Office Mail Launch Guards, 
Sanitary Foremen and Government Drivers (Trustees of Islamic Community 
Pamphlet N.D.: 1).
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The experience of British in Pak-India sub-continent was a factor in 
establishing Hong Kong in the British Empire. It is obvious from the fact 
that the first Governor of Hong Kong, Sir Henry Pottinger spent his early 
formative years in Pak-India sub-subcontinent before arriving in Macau in 
1841 to implement British Plans in China. In Hong Kong he was instructed 
to use money received from China on the expenses in the territory while 
the remaining should be sent to the British Government in Pak-India sub-
continent. Initially Hong Kong was used as a factory or depot in the same 
manner as British used East India Company in Pak-India sub-continent 
(Barbara-Sue White 1994: 20).

The trade between Pak-India sub-continent and Hong Kong were 
mainly of cotton and opium and ships were regularly running between the 
two territories to carry on the business. Even a regular passenger ship was 
also run between Hong Kong and Pak-India sub-continent. The links were so 
close and important that in 1865 the British were even mulling the proposal 
of establishing a rail link between Guangzhou and Calcutta. In 1844 the 
postmaster in Hong Kong was instructed to receive Indian postage and open 
an account with post master in Pak-India sub-continent. Even the Indian 
rupee was freely acceptable in the Hong Kong territory for business or day to 
day shopping. The Pakistan/Indian troops stationed in Hong Kong were paid 
salaries in Indian rupees. It remained acceptable till 1860s when silver dollar 
was introduced, which was more favoured by the Chinese, that British and 
Indian currencies were replaced (Barbara-Sue White 1994: 20).

Due to close relations between Pak-India sub-continent and Hong Kong 
the prices of Indian commodities were regularly printed in Hong Kong. 
Before the Chinese laundry became popular even the laundry was sent to Pak-
India sub-continent regularly to be washed and ironed spotlessly. News from 
Pak-India sub-continent was always heard with interest both by Pakistanis/
Indians as well as British. The latter were interested in the news as many of 
them had lived in India and some had their business interests there (Barbara-
Sue White 1994, 20-21).

Trade with Pak-India sub-continent remained important for a long time 
and annual reports highlighted different activities. “In 1912, for instance, the 
Hong Kong Exchange rose due to ‘borrowings in China, good harvests in 
India and the forced buying of silver by the Indian Government to replenish 
their reserve.’ It added that the Indian cotton yarn trade was only fair, and that 
the price of opium had fluctuated ‘mostly in a downward direction” (Barbara-
Sue White 1994: 25-26).
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After the creation of Pakistan two main periods are important in the 
context of Pakistanis’ arrivals in Hong Kong. One boom period of such 
arrivals was 1970s and the 2nd was 1997. During these two periods hundreds 
of Pakistanis arrived in Hong Kong. It may also be of interest to note that it 
was also the 1970s period which saw the boom in cotton yarn import from 
Pakistan. This may be one of the reasons for the arrivals of many Pakistanis 
in Hong Kong. The post-1997 boom in the arrival of Pakistanis can be the 
result of many reasons, which include the migration of many whites, Sikhs, 
and other Indians as they feared that the handover to China would not be 
favorable to them. Though some Pakistanis also migrated, those were very 
few as Pakistan enjoyed very cordial relations with China, so they were 
not afraid of any negative impact on their lives. When thousands of people 
migrated from Hong Kong it created a labour vacuum which was filled by the 
fresh arrival of Pakistanis. There is another reason for the labour vacuum as 
well in Hong Kong. Around 40 per cent of Hong Kong girls of child bearing 
age neither have children nor do they want to give birth to, which obviously 
affects the labour market. To fill the labour market vacuum the Hong Kong 
government imports labour from other countries including Pakistan. Since 
Pakistanis presence in Hong Kong is spread over hundreds of years, the 
already settled Pakistanis bring their relatives or acquaintances whenever 
such opportunity arises (Ahmad Balal, Interview 2013).

Early Occupations of Pakistanis/Indians

Security Services:

Though the earliest Muslims to arrive from the Paki-India sub-continent in 
Hong Kong were Bohras, soon they were numerically over numbered by 
Punjabi Muslims, mostly coming from the present days Pakistani territories. 
They were recruited and brought by the British government to Hong Kong to 
serve as army soldiers, police personnel, and guards in different departments 
such as marine, jail, dockyard, and post office mail launch. Following these 
pioneers many more followed as private watchmen and security guards. 
Explaining the reasons for these recruitments Anita W. Weis refers to Vaid 
and writes:

“It was only in defence and security services that the British either did not 
desire or could not find Chinese recruits, and they sought to meet this need by 
bringing in Indians. To a much lesser extent, the Colonial Government also 
recruited Indians to staff postal, health and educational services for which 
Chinese with the required knowledge of the English languages and skills 
were not available”(K. N. Vaid quoted by Anita M. Weiss 1991: 426).
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The duties of the Pakistani/Indian soldiers and officers in the British 
Army from the Hong Kong Regiment included the suppression of any kind of 
resistance from the local Chinese when the occupation of the New Territories 
started in 1899. Besides that they were also posted on the border with China 
where on and off skirmishes were taking place (Anita M. Weiss 1991: 427).

The Pakistani/Indian security forces in Hong Kong were used as buffers 
between China and British Hong Kong when problems erupted between 
them in the New Territories located on the borders of Chinese territories. The 
construction of a police station was ordered at Tai Po by the Superintendent 
of Police, Captain May at the end of 19th Century to look-after the territory. 
In 1898 when the British flag was raised in the New Territories, a contingent 
of 2,000 Chinese attacked the Pakistanis/Indians who were part of the British 
military force. It became more important to station the Pakistanis/Indians 
in the territories as Chinese could not be trusted for their loyalty. When the 
dispute over the territorial limits in New Territories surfaced, the surveyors’ 
team was called from Pak-India sub-continent to settle the claims of both 
parties. For a while the British posts were reduced but the Pakistani/Indian 
troops were posted on the Chinese borders when serious clashes took place in 
1912. “The year before, when revolution fermented in China, armed Indian 
military patrols paraded daily in Hong Kong streets after some local rioting 
occurred” (Barbara-Sue White 1994: 24-25).

The Pakistani/Indian security personnel also played a very important role 
in the Battle of Hong Kong against the Japanese. “In Hostages to Fortune, 
an account of the battle for Hong Kong Tim Carew has high praise for the 
Indians: ’The Rajputs and Punjabis, martial races both, have produced some 
of India’s finest fighting men. …both Indian battalions acquitted themselves 
valorously in the vicious fighting that followed.’ David Bosanquet, in Escape 
Through China, underscores their importance as ‘two seasoned Indian Army 
regiments’ who held their New Territories battle stations as the Japanese 
approached” (Barbara-Sue White 1994: 43).

The Pakistanis/Indians’ role in resisting the Japanese invasion was not 
restricted to the army alone rather they also contributed in volunteers, in the 
St. John’s Ambulance Corps, and the British Army Aid Group (BAAG). In 
the Hong Kong Field Ambulance Corps beside others the Indian Medical 
Service and Pakistan/Indian volunteers also greatly contributed (Barbara-Sue 
White 1994: 43-44).

When the battle moved to Hong Kong Island the Pakistanis/Indians 
found themselves in strange situation because the Japanese were able to win 
over some of the Pakistanis/Indians to their side by paying them. These hired 
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Pakistanis/Indians were used to provide false information through British 
loyal Pakistanis/Indians to the British. When the Japanese occupation of 
Hong Kong started they went all out to win over the Pakistanis/Indians to 
their side. The Japanese used both carrot and stick policy in order to woo 
Pakistanis/Indians. On the one hand they behaved well and offered incentives 
to them; on the other hand those who remained loyal to the British were 
tortured and murdered. “A secret telegram reported that the Japanese treating 
Indians particularly well. The Japanese ‘try to take every occasion to give 
concrete evidence of their desire to make friends with Hong Kong Indians. 
They recently released Indian prisoners-of-war and are training them 
ostensibly for use as street guards. Treatment going to some of their heads 
and must expect that some of them will become willing tools of the enemy” 
(Barbara-Sue White 1994: 44).

P. McLane, the Canadian Trade Commissioner in Hong Kong before 
the War was of the opinion that the Japanese were trying their level best to 
persuade Pakistanis/Indians to join Japan. They were regularly brought to 
the propaganda meetings of the Japanese by force. On one such occasion the 
Japanese ordered those Indians who were pro-Japan to move to one corner of 
the room, when few did so, three of the others were bayonetted (Barbara-Sue 
White 1994: 44).

The Japanese were carrying out propaganda in different Pakistani/Indian 
languages and they were also trying to raise Indian Independence League, 
the purpose of which was to send them to Pak-India sub-continent to carry 
out anti-British struggle for independence. Thus the Japanese occupation of 
Hong Kong put the Pakistanis/Indians in great dilemma. As a result, like other 
groups in such circumstances, Pakistanis/Indians tried to play safe for their 
survival. In this situation at best the Pakistanis/Indians can be categorized 
into “…good Indians, dubious Indians, and Indians just struggling to survive 
each day under the Japanese occupation.” (Barbara-Sue White, 45) Actually 
the Pakistanis/Indians had come to Hong Kong to work for the British, who 
considered them inferior to themselves. When the Japanese occupied Hong 
Kong the situation did not change for them. Now they were working for 
Japanese and the Japanese too were considering themselves superior than 
the Pakistanis/Indians. Consequently some Pakistanis/Indians joined hands 
with the Japanese and became part of their war machine (Barbara-Sue White 
1994: 45).

The Japanese occupation of Hong Kong was a harsh period for Chinese 
in Hong Kong as the commodities were short of supply and there was 
shortage of even daily food items. This brought a social change in Hong 



82

Diasporic Cultures of South Asia during 18th to 20th Centuries - Volume 1

Kong. Earlier the Chinese parents were unwilling to marry their daughters to 
Pakistanis/Indians (mixed marriages) but the Japanese occupation changed 
the situation because Pakistanis/Indians continued to work for the Japanese 
as well, particularly in the Police and Correctional Services Department 
(Prisons Department). This had enabled them better access to food and other 
commodities, as a consequence the Chinese’ parents relaxed their opposition 
to mix marriages. Thus it can be seen that many Pakistanis/Indians married 
Chinese girls during the Japanese occupation of Hong Kong. The Japanese 
too did not object to such marriages rather those who married Chinese girls 
were exempted from joining the Indian National Army which the Japanese 
were raising for the fight against British in Pak-India sub-continent (Barbara-
Sue White 1994: 47).

Hong Kong Mule Corps:

The Hong Kong Mule Corps was established two years before the World War 
II. This corps was consisted upon the mules, attached to the carts and guided 
by the Indian drivers and was an essential part of the military transportation 
services in the hilly tracts of Hong Kong. The Mule Corps was established in 
1912 when the General Officer Commanding South China requested a Mule 
Corps from Upper India to be stationed in Hong Kong. It was to “…operate 
on a peace scale, with troops bringing their own artillery, rife ammunition, 
camp equipment, and Indian followers” (Barbara-Sue White 1994: 30).

The purpose of such arrangement was to make the Mule Corps self-reliant 
which was given forty mule carts which would accompany the troops. This 
Pakisani/Indian unit with British Officers was not to depend on the Chinese 
supply, who were unreliable. This self-reliant uUnit became an essential part 
of the defence strategy of Hong Kong. The Pakisanis/Indians were needed in 
Hong Kong as Chinese coolies were expensive and unreliable and were also 
prone to strikes while the Pakistanis/Indians were immune to such things. 
In 1921 the Mule Corps was consisted upon 580 men, including one pack 
battery. The following year, the Government of Hong Kong requested extra 
seventy Pakistanis/Indians for the pack battery. The Mule Unit and Pack 
battery was supposed to be an essential part of the defence of New Territories 
(Barbara-Sue White 1994: 31).

“At that time, the Hong Kong Mule Corps was still administered by India 
rather than by the Hong Kong government. It had originally been designated 
the Detachment 30th Mule Corps, but in 1921 the Hong Kong Mule Corps 
Detachment was listed under the B Mule Corps Depot as part of the Indian 
military establishment (Barbara-Sue White 1994: 31).
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The Mule Corps drivers were sent from Pak-India sub-continent 
because in Hong Kong amongst the Pakistani/Indian population men were 
not available for the job. It indicates that at that time the Indians/Pakistanis 
were well assimilated in the job market of Hong Kong. The local Hong Kong 
Indians/Pakistanis who were recruited in the Mule Corps were paid very 
low salary, “HK$ 19 per month, plus bonus and clothing, and several dollars 
for living quarters….The year 1924 saw 18 locally engaged Indian civilians 
joining a combined unit of seven British, 114 enlisted Indians, 200 mules, 
and four horses…” (Barbara-Sue White 1994: 31-32).

In order to attract Indians/Pakistanis to the Mule Corps incentives were 
offered to them in 1925. They were entitled to Good Service and Good 
Conduct Pay and were also given mosquito nets, blankets, and kits. “Leaders, 
or daffadars, received HK $24 a month plus 79 cents a day. Drivers received 
about half that. Mule Corps members were considered so essential that their 
families were often given permission to join the Indian men in Hong Kong. 
However, if families showed up without official blessing, they were forced to 
return at their own expense” (Barbara-Sue White 1994: 32).

Initially the Mule Corps was consisted upon Dogras, a northern Indian 
hill tribe, which was replaced in 1931 by Punjabi Mussulmans. It was also 
suggested that Dogras should be replaced in entirety by Punjabi Mussulmans 
instead of gradually as the belief was that the Pakistanis/Indians work better if 
they belong to the same background. When the modern mechanical transport 
was introduced in the Hong Kong military then a suggestion was floated 
in 1929 for the reduction in the strength of Mule Corps but it was still to 
continue in the hilly terrain of the New Territories where animal transport 
had much advantage (Barbara-Sue White 1994: 32).

“The Hong Kong Mule Corps Peace Establishment in 1939-40 included 
360 mules, 12 riding ponies, and three officers’ chargers. The Mule Corps 
included two British officers and two British non-commissioned officers. 
The rest of the corps were Indians and comprised four officers, five daffadars, 
nine naiks, 35 lance-naiks, and 127 drivers. There was 180 Indians in the 
corps, but to meet their need they were accompanied by two grooms to take 
of the 12 riding ponies, one carpenter, eight saddlers, six shoeing smiths, two 
blacksmiths, one tailor, two hammersmen, two bellowsboys, five cooks, and 
five sweepers” (Barbara-Sue White 1994: 32-33).

The population of Pakistanis/Indians fluctuated with the changes of 
Government of Hong Kong policies, however, by the turn of the century 
when in 1901 the first official Hong Kong Census Report was published 
the Pakistani/Indian population was reported to be 1,453, which included 
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1,108 men and 345 women. When in 1931 the Census report was released it 
reported 4,745 Pakistanis/Indians in Hong Kong. It included 3,989 males and 
756 females. “Out of over 3,000 Indians (including Pakistanis) then in Hong 
Kong, about 1,200 were in the army, while almost 400 were members of the 
Hong Kong Police. Around 125 Indians were enrolled in the Civil Service, 
including government physicians, veterinary surgeons, engineers on the 
Kowloon-Canton Railway, prison officers, school teachers, clerical workers, 
telegraph operators, and technical workers (Barbara-Sue White 1994: 34-35).

Police Service:

The British started recruiting the Pakistani/Indian Punjabi Muslims as a 
necessity as their earlier recruitment of Indian and British soldiers proved 
unsatisfactory. They also tried local Malay and West Indians but they too 
proved to be unsatisfactory, while the British were cautious to employ the 
local Chinese as constables. A British officer named C. V. Creagh, a Deputy 
Superintendent of Police in Hong Kong, who had earlier served in Sind 
played a major role in bringing the Punjabi Sikhs to Hong Kong in order to 
solve the ongoing problems. Anita W. Weis writes that “Vaid suggests that 
Muslims were recruited from Jhelum, Multan and Cempbellpur (near Attock) 
districts to counterbalance the domination of Sikhs, so that by 1871 there 
were 182 Sikhs and 126 Muslims in the Colony’s police force”(K.N. Vaid 
quoted by Anita M. Weiss 1991: 430).

 During their service in the Hong Kong Police force the Pakistanis/
Indians served the government with honesty, dedication and courage. Many 
of them even lost their lives while performing their duties. The first recorded 
murder of a Pakistani/Indian policeman was that of Lall Kahn (most probably 
it was Lal Khan) who was killed by a Chinese in Wan Chai while performing 
his duties. The Chinese was later executed. The Pakistani/Indian policemen 
continued their sacrifices in the line of their duty. Since the establishment 
of the Department to the beginning of 2nd World War forty-two policemen 
laid their lives while on duty. Amongst these forty-two, twenty-three were 
Pakistanis/Indians, nine were Chinese, seven were British, and one was 
unspecified (Barbara-Sue White 1994: 109 & 113).

Initially the British officers themselves would go to Punjab and advertise 
the recruitment for Hong Kong police. There were no hard and fast rules for 
recruitment on the basis of age as in those days no body kept the records of 
their dates of birth. So many underage boys would tell their age much older 
than their usual age and get recruited. After recruitment they would usually 
travel to Calcutta and then after one month sea journey would reach Hong 
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Kong. After arrival in Hong Kong they were used to be put at the Police 
headquarters in the Central Police Station on Hollywood Road. At the police 
headquarters the Muslims were provided a space to use as mosque while 
the Sikhs were provided a place to use as gurdwara (temple) (K. M. Malik, 
Interview 2013).

Later the recruitment policy was little bit changed and the serving 
Punjabi Pakistani/Indian policemen were required to recruit more men while 
coming back from their leave in Pak-India sub-continent. The standard rule 
was that after 05 years a policeman could go on eight month leave, while 
returning to rejoin the police force he would recruit and bring more people 
to Hong Kong. According to one source of Anita W. Weis, in 1941 there 
were around 800 Punjabi policemen in Hong Kong. Anita argues that word 
Punjabi was used for both Muslim and Sikh Punjabis and normally they were 
in equal numbers in the force. During the Japanese occupation of Hong Kong 
the policemen did not receive their regular salaries but were provided food, 
shelter and occasionally small sums of money by the Japanese. During the 
occupation the Muslim police stations were as following: Mong Kok, Hung 
Hom, Kowloon City, Western, and The Peak; Central remained half Sikh and 
half Muslims (Anita M. Weiss 1991: 431-32).

The Japanese Occupation of Hong Kong during the 2nd World War 
had put the Pakistani/Indian policemen in dilemma as their loyalties were 
doubted by the British after the War. When the War was over the British 
started investigation of the Pakistani/Indian policemen for their behavior 
during the war. According to Mike Wallace, of the Royal Hong Kong Police 
Force, the records of all Pakistani/Indian policemen were reviewed and they 
were graded as black, white or grey. Those who were declared black that 
meant they were not loyal and they were immediately sent back home. Those 
who were declared white were considered loyal and were allowed to continue 
their service. Those declared grey were investigated for their cooperation 
with the Japanese during the occupation (Barbara-Sue White 1994: 113-114).

After the creation of Pakistan in 1951 the Government of Hong Kong 
sent a request to the Government of Pakistan for the recruitment of Policemen 
from Pakistan. The Government of Pakistan agreed but put two conditions for 
the recruitment: One, that the salaries of the policemen should be raised; and 
two, that either the Muslims or Sikhs should remain in the police force but 
not both groups together. The Government of Hong Kong sent back all Sikhs 
to India in 1951, which paved the way for the recruitment of first Pakistani 
policemen batch after the creation of Pakistan in 1951. In the first batch 150 
men mostly Punjabis and Pakhtuns were brought to the colony in 1952. The 
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recruitment of Pakistanis continued for another ten years but in 1961 the final 
batch consisting upon 46 men proved to be the last contingent from Pakistan 
(Anita M. Weiss 1991: 434 & K. M. Malik, Interview 2013).

Initially Pakistani policemen performed the regular duties, but after 
few years they were totally reserved for emergency services of the police 
department after the establishment of Emergency Unit (EU), which was 
basically a riot control force. There were two sections of the EU, one in 
Kowloon and the other in Fanling and both were exclusively manned by 
Pakistani policemen until 1964. However, the said year all the Pakistani EU 
personals were shifted to Fanling and Kowloon EU was manned by local 
Chinese (M. Munir Khan, Zulfiqar Hussain alias Danny & Abdul Zahir, 
Interview 2013).

October 1967 was the turning point in the life of Pakistani Emergency 
Unit. In 1967 riots had broken out in the colony and the British government 
in Hong Kong called the Pakistani Emergency Unit to restore calm. Three 
Pakistani policemen were injured at Sham Shui Po before they were called 
to Tsuen Wan along with Gurkhas to control the law and order situation with 
clear instructions not to fire on the mobs. However, the Emergency Unit used 
automatic machine guns on the rioters, which killed many of them. Two 
Pakistani policemen were also seriously injured. The press severely criticized 
the Pakistani Emergency Unit for excessive use of force and brutality. Later 
two Pakistani policemen were killed by the Chinese border police at Sha 
Tau Kok, which compelled the Pakistani Consul General in Hong Kong to 
complain to the Chinese government to stop killing Pakistanis. The Chinese 
government responded by saying that they had killed only the Europeans as 
the Pakistani policemen were serving the British Government (K. M. Malik, 
Interview 2013). 

After the October 1967 riots the Fanling Pakistani Emergency Unit was 
essentially immobilized before it was finally disbanded in 1970. After that 
the unit was divided into small unit and stationed at different locations. In 
1987 there were around 50 Pakistani police men left in the Hong Kong Police 
services, (Anita M. Weiss: 435). while at the writing of this paper the only 
known police man from Pakistan is Muhammad Munir Khan, who is Senior 
Police Inspector, at Tsim Sha Tsui Police station. Besides him recently a 
Pakistani girl born in Hong Kong has joined the police force (M. Munir Khan 
et al, Interview 2013).

For many years the Pakistanis/Indians were served their native food in 
all Pakistani/Indian mess but in the 1970s the separate mess for Pakistanis/
Indians were abolished and they were integrated into the Chinese mess in 
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order to avoid the allegations of preferential treatment to the Pakistanis/
Indians (Liaquat Ali, Interview 2013).

The Pakistanis were so an important part of the Police Department of 
Hong Kong that at their Fanling camp where around 200 Pakistani policemen 
were living along with their families, Mr. Brian Welch, a senior welfare 
officer founded a Pakistani school in 1965 within the camp premises so that 
Pakistani children can learn in their own languages in a Pakistani cultural 
environment. Initially the school started with thirty-five students with a single 
class and a Pakistani female principal Zakia Sultana. With the passage of time 
the number of students increased many folds. The medium of instructions in 
the school was Urdu and subjects like science, history, geography, religious 
study, and general knowledge were taught. English was taught as a second 
language. Cantonese was taught for speaking purposes so that the children 
have no problem in communicating with the local communities. The school 
was later upgraded upto class VI (Barbara-Sue White, 216 & M. Munir Khan 
et al, Interview 2013).

Prison Department:

The Pakistanis have also played an important role in the Hong Kong Prison 
Department. The recruitment policy of the prison guards was the same as of 
police force.  They worked as guards and the first batch was brought in 1880 
to work in the Victoria Prison. “The Stanley Prison, built in 1935, eventually 
came to be closely identified with the Muslim prison guard community; out 
of a total 500 personnel there when it opened; some 200 Muslims (plus 100 
Sikhs) were working there.” The Muslim guards were so important to Stanley 
Prison that they were provided a land where they constructed mosque for 
their prayers while the same was denied to the Sikhs for the construction of 
their gurdwara (the Sikhs temple), for their own prayers (Anita M. Weiss 
1991: 432-33).

During the Japanese occupation of Hong Kong the guards did not leave 
Hong Kong and they were not encouraged as well by the Japanese to join 
INA rather they were allowed to continue their duties as prison guards. In this 
changed situation these guards were now keeping a watch on their former 
masters, however, during these difficult days of the British prisoners, the 
guards took good care of them which were later recognized by the British 
after the end of war. After the war they were paid their salaries and were 
allowed to continue their services (M. Munir Khan et al, Interview 2013).
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The guards in the prison service were given long leave between 1945 and 
1950 on rotation basis and used to go back to the Pak-=Indian sub-continent. 
Very few amongst them did not return back and took early retirement. The 
new prison guards were recruited on local terms instead of expatriate terms 
as was the practice earlier because many Macanese and Chinese were being 
hired. Though the salaries were equivalent to those hired overseas, they 
were not paid return journey ticket while going homes on long leave. The 
number of Pakistani in 1957 who were hired on local terms were fifty five 
(55), while those who had been hired earlier on expatriate terms were 100. 
The last Pakistani expatriate prison official retired in 1974. Almost all the 
Pakistani prison guards returned home after retirement. Later the number 
of Pakistanis decreased dramatically and those who were hired were not 
even fully Pakistanis rather most of them were local boys who though called 
themselves Pakistanis, they could not speak Urdu or Punjabi (Anita M. Weiss 
1991: 433).

The prison guards were allowed to bring their families to live with them 
in the family quarters. It seems due to this reason few married the local 
Chinese girls though there were no official restriction on intermarriages. The 
children of the prison guards used to study at the Sir Ellis Kadoorie School, 
where they were commuted by a bus provided by the government of Hong 
Kong. In spite of facilities provided hardly few continued their studies into 
higher degrees (K. M. Malik, Interview 2013).

Between 1950s and 1960s the Kowloon mosque became the Centre of 
religious and social activities for the Pakistani prison staff. There they could 
see the dockyard police as well as many Pakistani watchmen who increasingly 
were entering Hong Kong. The Stanley mosque which was earlier the center 
of religious and social activities for the prison guards was visited lesser and 
lesser as the number of Pakistani guards dwindled after the 60s (Anita M. 
Weiss: 436 & Mufti Arshad, Interview 2013).

Security guards and watchmen:

After the police and prison services became scarcer and scarcer Pakistanis 
found new avenues in the security field. More and more Pakistanis became 
security guards and watchmen at local firms. Actually this field was not new 
for Pakistanis as earlier they used to do these jobs in China and Vietnam but 
after 1949 revolution in China Pakistanis moved out of China and found 
new opportunities in Hong Kong. From Vietnam the Pakistanis moved 
out after the break out of war between the Vietnamese and French forces. 
They also moved into Hong Kong as entering into Hong Kong before July 
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1969 was very easy. Besides the new arrivals, some old Pakistanis also 
joined these jobs, these were those Pakistanis who retired from the prison 
or police services but were married to local Chinese women. They stayed on 
and to augment their meagre pensions started working as security guards or 
watchmen. The local Chinese were very eager to employ the Pakistanis as 
security guards and watchmen and used to contact local Pakistani leaders for 
such people. Anita M. Wiess explaining the reasons for such preference to the 
Pakistanis believe that there were two reasons for it. First, many Pakistanis 
had served in the Hong Kong Police and had earned respect amongst the local 
Chinese – that respect also had translated into fear which became a quality 
for these Pakistani watchmen. Second, since there were still many Pakistanis 
in the Police service, the Chinese believed that in case of any problem the 
policemen would readily help their kinsmen and countrymen. (Anita M. 
Weiss 1991: 436 & Qari Muhammad Tayyab Qasmi, interview 2013). Justice 
Kemal Bukhari believes that since majority of security guards and watchmen 
were Pakistanis, the Chinese always looked for such people for recruitment 
as they believed that in case of any trouble all these watchmen will help each 
other (Justice Kemal Bukhari, Interview 2013).

The security guards salary package and other perks were better than 
the watchmen as the later earned less but normally these watchmen were 
farmworkers or recruits back home in Pakistan and earned very little there. 
They also had not prospects to prosper as mostly they were illiterate and 
unskilled but they had seen their fellow countrymen who were working in 
Hong Kong earning much more than them. Thus they were attracted to Hong 
Kong; usually they would either sell their property or borrow money to arrange 
for their plane ticket or travel in frigates. These men would generally travel 
alone without their families. Occasionally they would bring their families 
once the children were school going. Very few married the Chinese local girls 
(after they converted) most preferring to marry when go back to Pakistan. 
Explaining the reasons for such matrimonial alliances Anita M. Weiss writes, 

“To understand the reasons behind such marriage patterns, the social 
fabric of working class Pakistani life must be taken into consideration: these 
men are living workaholic lives in close living quarters in Hong Kong so as 
to enrich their families back home. Given such filial orientations, they would 
not be expected them to defy tradition and marry outside of their family’s 
wishes, nor would many of them want their wives to mix in Hong Kong’s 
culture. Most watchmen do return to Pakistan when they retire, or earlier if 
they can. In a group of young watchmen one day, none of them could recall 
any instance of any friends marrying in Hong Kong (though they do date 
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Chinese and Philippina women), but they had heard that when it happens the 
woman converts and there is no celebration function. A young man asserted 
that most Pakistanis also do not want to marry Chinese or Philippina women 
because ‘they will wear a skirt or dress after marriage, and nobody likes their 
wife to dress like that’…” (1991: 437).

According to an estimate circa 1991 there were around 7,000 to 9,000 
Pakistani watchmen in Hong Kong. They were a good source of income for 
their Pakistani families back home. Almost every factory in Hong Kong had 
Pakistani watchmen. They were mostly conversant in Cantonese along with 
their own language which was either Pashto or Punjabi. Mostly also knew 
Urdu and few knew a little bit English (Anita M. Weiss 1991: 437). Most of 
these watchmen were single while their wives and children lived in Pakistan. 
Generally many of them also had two jobs thus remained on duty almost 24 
hours. The factories normally provided them dormitory style accommodation 
as well where they shared room and kitchen. Cooking was done either by 
themselves or by hiring a cook who was responsible for cooking (Gulzar 
Hussain Sagar, Interview 2013). In the 1960s and 1970s in Heng Seng Bank 
majority of watchmen were Pakistani origin as these watchmen used their 
network to employ more kinsmen if ever a new vacancy was available 
(Justice Kemal Bukhari, Interview 2013). But this clan and family network 
to find jobs was not restricted to Hang Seng Bank, it was used to find jobs in 
different areas particularly in seeking low paid jobs (Pakistan Labor Families 
Network, Untitled Document N.D.).

Those watchmen whose children were born in Hong Kong used to send 
their children to Sir Ellis Kadoorie School as it was free and was historically 
reserved for non-Chinese students. Others, whose children were in Pakistan, 
they would bring their sons when they would reach age 10, put them in a 
private school for a year and then shift to Sir Ellis Kadoorie School. These 
children used to study up to form V, when they will go out to look for a work 
as messenger boys or night watchmen; mostly working to become security 
guards later. Some of them also became Civil Servant as their knowledge of 
English was better than the local Chinese (Ghulam Mustafa, Interview 2013).

In the labour job market, Pakistanis usually get jobs through kinship or 
friends’ network and they get jobs quite easily. It is evident from a Pakistani 
young man story who changed in couple of years many jobs without any 
difficulty. Amongst the Pakistanis, women are mostly housewives and they 
do not work outside their homes (Pakistan Labor Families Network, Untitled 
Document, N.D.).
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Over a period of time though some of the Pakistanis have reached the 
highest positions in the job market, overwhelming majority is still working 
as elementary workers, the lowest category of work in Hong Kong census. 
According to 2007 Census and Statistical Department report 31.1 per cent 
Pakistanis are working as elementary workers, which include street vendors, 
security guards and watchmen, freight handlers, construction labourers 
and hand packers while only 16 per cent of Pakistanis work on the higher 
positions like managers and administrators. According to the same report the 
median income of Pakistanis across gender is HK $ 10,000 as compared to 
Indians which is HK$17,500. Further analysis shows that the unemployment 
rate of Pakistanis is highest amongst the South Asians which stands at 20.9 
per cent as compared to Nepalese and Indians which is 16.0 per cent and 11.4 
per cent (Sara Ashencaen Crabtree and Hung Wong 2012: 4-5).

Early mode of Livings: Deras/Dormitory:

The early Indians and other Muslims in Hong Kong lived in the dormitories 
which were the modern alternative of deras. These deras were located “…on 
Lower Lascasr Row, near the water line by Wyndham Street and Hollywood 
Road (substantial distance from where is now in Central on Hong Kong 
island)”. (Anita M. Weiss 1991: 420). Due to the Indian and Malay Muslims 
settlement over there the area became to be known as ‘Moro Kai’, which 
means ‘streets of the people of the Moro.’ The evidence can be still found in 
spite of the fact that many streets and areas names have been Sinicized, for 
example, San Ka Road (S.J.Raghbi, Interview 2013). 

The Pakistani men who did not have families in Hong Kong lived jointly 
with each other in Deras. Dera in Pakistani rural areas is actually a guest 
house attached to the house or nearby the house used for receiving guests 
or an unrelated person thus keeping the purdah of the household women. In 
Hong Kong dera is that place where a group of people mostly belonging to 
the same areas in Pakistan would rent a place and live together. Generally the 
men in a dera were more than the place available for sleeping because most 
of these men worked at least 12 hours shift (some even 24 hours), thus at any 
given time all the members were not present in the dera. Thus the same bed 
was used for sleeping by many people at different timings. The dera vicinity 
was out of bound for females. The cooking was mostly done jointly sharing 
the expenses (Ghulam Mustafa, Interview 2013).

According to some sources the first dera in Hong Kong was known as 
“119” located on Lockhart road in Wanchai. It was so popular and well known 
that almost all Hong Kong taxi drivers knew its location. A new arrival from 
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Pakistan just needed to tell the taxi driver to take him to “119” and he used 
to take the man to the dera without any difficulty. Sometimes even there 
was no need to tell the taxi driver, he by himself would assume that the new 
arrival wanted to go to “119” and was taken there. When this dera started is 
unknown but certainly existed by 1960. Another dera of fame was known as 
“New Lucky House” located at the corner of Jordan Road and Nathan Road in 
Kowloon. In the 1960s and 1970s there were many deras located in Wanchai, 
Causeway Bay, San Po Kung and Tsuen Wan. The deras were selected by the 
men according to the location of their job as they wanted the deras nearer 
to their job location. Another preference was vicinity to the prayers house, 
from the aforementioned places Wanchai and Kowloon mosque could be 
easily accessed through MTR and for Friday prayers they could make special 
arrangements by taking long lunch breaks (Anita M. Weiss 1991: 438-39).

In the fifties and sixties a dera was rented by a group of 10 to 12 men 
to start with. New members were admitted to the dera only if all existing 
members agreed. The members who would bring their family to Hong Kong 
would physically leave the dera but would keep his membership and share 
the rent, though not sharing expenses of food. Any man kicked out of a dera 
for some reason; either for not sharing work or his immoral activities, was not 
accepted by other deras as well. The organization of a dera was such that they 
would pool the money to share the expenses of rent, cooking and cleaning. 
Flour for bread (chapatti or paratha), milk, sugar and tea were shared by all 
members, while other food expenses were shared by smaller groups. The dera 
in Wanchai and surrounding areas used to have a monthly account for Halal 
meat with Muslim butchers at Bowrington Market. Cooking responsibilities 
were shared by the dera mates. These deras people used to eat their Friday 
lunch at Ammar mosque at Wanchai. These deras were used not only for 
living but also as a communal organization, where they entertained their 
guests, used it for social gatherings and communal help in case of emergency 
particularly in case of death. Though generally these people did not have any 
social life as they worked almost round the clock, sometimes they would 
arrange a joint meal and watch movies on the dera VCR. The young people 
would also go out to eat meal together and play cricket and hockey (Anita M. 
Weiss 1991: 439, Raja Chacha, Interview 2013 & Liaquat Khan, Interview 
2013).

Pakistani/Indian Residential Areas:

Since 1911 Census Reports the residential pattern of different communities/
nationalities is recorded. “At that time, most of the 1,511 Indians (Pakistanis 
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included as well) in Hong Kong lived on Hong Kong Island, with only 401 
in Kowloon, 95 in the New Territories, and a few on Stonecutters Island” 
(Barbara-Sue White 1994: 37).

By 1931 the Pakistani/Indian population in Hong Kong doubled. The 
pattern of their residential settlements was as following: 46 per cent in 
Kowloon, 44 per cent on Hong Kong Island, 7 per cent in the New Territories 
and 3 per cent were categorized as afloat. This last category probably included 
the moving peddler who would go to the ships anchored in the harbor to 
sell their merchandise or those Pakistanis/Indians who had married Chinese 
women and were living with them in the boathouses. In the Hong Kong Island 
almost all lived either in Victoria or Central except 23 Pakistanis/Indians 
consisted upon 6 families who lived on the Peak and 106 people lived in 
other parts of the Island (Barbara-Sue White 1994: 37-38). 

By 1941 further changes were recorded in the Pakistani/Indian 
populations’ settlements. By then the afloat category evaporated and now 
the majority of Pakistanis/Indians were living in Kowloon. The breakup of 
these settlements was as following: 55 per cent Kowloon, 45 per cent Hong 
Kong Island, which shows none listed elsewhere. Further breakup of the 
settlements in those two areas was as following: More than a thousand in 
Happy Valley, 500 at Stanely, 435 in Central District, 385 in Quary Bay, 326 
in Bay View, 253 in Mid-levels and the Peak, and 220 in Western District. 
“At the same time, on the eve of World War II, Indians (Pakistanis included 
as well) in Kowloon included 2,350 in Tsim Sha Tsui and 1.171 in Sham 
Shui Po. Small groups elsewhere numbered 281 Indians in Yau Ma Tei, 87 
in Mong Kok, 84 in Kowloon City, and 64 in Hung Hom. There were almost 
4,000 Indian (Pakistanis included) military personnel stationed in the New 
Territories who were to become of immense importance to Hong Kong as the 
threat of a Japanese invasion increased. The names of hundreds of the South 
Asian men who died in the battle for Hong Kong are inscribed at Sai Wan 
War Cemetery on Hong Kong Island’ (Barbara-Sue White 1994, 38).

According to Ahmad Balal, Consul General of Pakistan in Hong Kong 
in 2013 there were around 35, 000 Pakistanis living in Hong Kong. Though 
almost all areas of Pakistan have their representation in Hong Kong, majority 
of them belong to the areas falling between Rivers Indus and Chenab mainly 
from the areas located on both sides of the Grand Trunk (GT) road. Amongst 
them around 70 per cent are from Attock and adjoining areas (Interview 
2013). 
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Social Life of Pakistanis/Indians:

In the early days of their arrival, most of the Pakistanis/Indians were mainly 
male who came to the colony to work and earn money and support their families 
back home. The overwhelming numbers of men were not accompanied with 
their wives who remained within their country to look after the extended 
family as well as the children. The children were also not brought because 
the parents wanted to give proper religious and cultural education to children 
in India/Pakistan. When the new workers would arrive from India/Pakistan, 
they would either live with the family of elder relative or with him in the 
all-male dormitory. This was also a good social check on the young people 
as they were guarded in this manner from the raucous society of Hong Kong 
(Nazeer Hussain, Interview 2013).

The Pakistani/Indian soldiers in the British army posted in Hong Kong 
worked totally as expatriates having no social life like others who came as 
seamen and traders. While the children of seamen and traders attended local 
schools and learnt Cantonese, the Pakistani/Indian soldiers in the army never 
learnt Cantonese. Further there is no record available showing that these 
soldiers have ever married the local Chinese girls rather after the completion 
of their stay in Hong Kong they normally repatriated to the Pak-India sub-
continent (Anita M. Weiss 1991: 427).

Like the soldiers in the military, the policemen were also not allowed 
to marry the local Chinese women. One such case was discovered in which 
the policeman has secretly married a local Chinese woman, when the case 
was discovered he was promptly dismissed. These restrictions were relaxed 
during the Japanese occupation of Hong Kong and many Muslim policemen 
married the local Chinese girls. During the occupation the Chinese parents, 
who were earlier reluctant to agree to such marriages, also readily agreed to 
such marriages. Both sides had incentives in such kind of marriages, while 
for Chinese the incentive was better access to food and other necessities as 
the policemen had better access to such items. For policemen the incentive 
was that by marrying a local Chinese girl they were exempted from joining 
the Indian National Army, which the Japanese were forcing all the Indians to 
join and fight the British in India (Anita M. Weiss 1991: 431-432).

During the 2nd World War most of the families of traders and seamen 
migrated to Macau where they usually received small subsidy from the British 
Consul there. Those police officers who left Hong Kong, few went to Macau 
rather many migrated to China for refuge. Some of the police men, around 
100, also joined Indian National Army, or migrated out of Hong Kong. These 
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later two categories did not receive any salary or pension after the end of the 
War from the Government of Hong Kong (Anita M. Weiss 1991: 432).

In the early phase of Punjabi Muslims recruitment to Hong Kong Police, 
some police stations were known as “Muslim Police Stations” and had the 
family accommodations. The policemen posted there were allowed to bring 
their families after some years of service. The different police stations with 
varied facilities were as following:

“No Family quarters: Hung Hom; Ping Shan; Shau Tau Kok; Pok-fulam; 
The Peak.

Facilities for 5-6 families: Tsim Shah Tsui; Castle Peak; Au Tau; Western; 
Central (housed both Muslims and Sikhs; family quarters in Wanchai).

Facilities for 10 families; Kowloon City” (Anita M. Weiss 1991: 431).

Fanling: more than 200 families all Pakistanis (Munir Khan et al, 
Interview 2013. Though Fanling was having accommodation for more 
families that colony for Pakistani policemen was established much later).

The earlier Muslim policemen mostly lived in the neighborhood of 
Shelly Street mosque till the Great War. They ate lot of fish and chicken, the 
later were slaughtered as per Islamic practice called Zebah in their homes 
but meat was not available. On some occasions a Muslim Chinese butcher 
would come from Kennedy Town to Central Police Station to slaughter goats 
for the Muslims. These public slaughters according to the Islamic principles 
were disregarded by the British officers (Anita M. Weiss 1991: 431 & K.M. 
Malik, Interview 2013).

The Pakistani/Indian Muslims who came to Hong Kong as contractors, 
tailors, and provision store owners have left a deeper impact on the identity 
of the Muslims of Hong Kong hailing from the Pak-India sub-continent. One 
trade mark of the community was tailoring business, in which they flourished 
tremendously while serving the British troops and gentry. Amongst scores of 
such businessmen the one who received accolades and appreciations of the 
British was Haji Ahmad Din & Sons (C.A. Ghafoor & Brothers since 1958). 
Haji Ahamd Din started business with the Wiltshire Regiment in 1882 in 
Rawalpindi as master cutter and even accompanied them to Singapore and 
Shanghai in 1910 & 1929 respectively. He moved to Hong Kong in 1950 along 
with the Wiltshire Regiment but when the regiment was moved out of Hong 
Kong in 1953, they received an appreciation letter from the commander of 
the regiment. The Certificate of Service given by the commander recognized 
the “long and loyal service as contractors and tailors” from 1882 to 1953 in 
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British India, Shanghai, Hong Kong and Alexandria (M. Munir Khan et al, 
Interview 2013 & Anita M. Weiss: 427-28).

Chung King Mansions and Mirador Mansions on the Nathan Road, Tsim 
Sha Tsui, Kowloon, are the two important locations having the imprint of 
Pakistani/Indian Muslims heritage. The traders who served the Indian in the 
British regiment were mostly located in these two buildings. Even today both 
buildings are known for South Asian businesses more particularly the Chung 
King Mansions, where many Pakistani businesses can be found. Even the 
names of many such businesses are after the well-known place of Pakistan, 
e.g. one restaurant is known as Khyber Mess after the world wide known 
Khyber Pass which is located on the north-western frontiers of Pakistan 
connecting it with Afghanistan and Central Asia (Asad Khan, Interview 2013 
& Anita M. Weiss 1991: 428). 

With the passage of time the social life of some Pakistanis have also 
changed in Hong Kong; as now, there are many professionals working in 
the city. These highly qualified and professional people are liberal middle 
class who socialize with not only Pakistani families but also Indian families 
who are their colleagues in different organizations. Another aspect of the 
Pakistanis in Hong Kong is their liberal and tolerant attitude towards different 
sects of Islam and other religious groups. They, in no sense, are religiously 
fanatics (Capt. Shahzada Saleem Ahmed, Interview 2013).

Bazm-e- Sukhn Hong Kong:

The Pakistani literary enthusiasts in Hong Kong have organized themselves 
in a literary organization called Bazm-e-Sukhn, Hong Kong. Though earlier 
there was no formal literary organization, the local poets, off and on, would 
find an opportunity where they would recite their poetry. In the 1970s the 
local poets used to recite their poetry in the functions mainly organized by 
Pakistan Association, Hong Kong. The then Consul General of Pakistan, Mr. 
Amanullah Zafar (1973-1975) fully supported and patronized these activities. 
However, for long these activities continued in an unorganized manner. The 
first organized musha’era (literary sitting) was held at Green Palace Hotel, 
Mirador Mansion, Hong Kong under the presidentship of Consul General of 
Pakistan, Sikandar Ali Keeriyo (1992-1996), in which besides the local poets a 
young poet from London, Mr. Anjum Shahzad Anjum also participated. Later 
with the arrival of Abid Ali Baig these literary activities got a boost. With 
the arrival of Ghulam Mustafa Anjum in the Consulate General of Pakistan 
these activities further organized and strengthened, which finally resulted in 
a formal meeting on 29 August 2004 and the Bazm-e-Sukhn organization 
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was founded. Since then the organization is regularly holding local poets’ 
musha’era once in a month and also invites and sponsors a reputable poet 
from Pakistan once in a year for their annual special musha’era (Gulzar 
Hussain Sagar, Written Speech 2013).    

Pakistanis in Sports:

The Pakistani Community in Hong Kong have been actively participating 
in the sports activities, however, the Pakistanis dominance is particularly 
visible in Hockey and Cricket. Pakistanis have been participating in four 
hockey teams, which are:

1. Indian Recreation Club;

2. Pakistan Association;

3. Correctional Services Sports Association; and

4. Shaheen Hockey Club.

These teams are consisted upon locally (Hong Kong) born Pakistanis and 
foreign (Pakistan) born Pakistanis. The former though are born in Hong 
Kong, they recognize themselves more as Pakistanis (Anita M. Weiss 1991: 
447).

Before the 2nd World War Queens College has played a unifying role 
for the Pakistani/Indian community. “The first Muslim student (No. 334) was 
Abdullah Curreem in the late 1860s. By 1870, the school consisted of five 
English, two Portuguese, two Japanese and ‘fourteen Indian boys….in 1898, 
The Queen’s Eleven Cricket team, captained by Dawood Rumjahn, consisted 
of eight Indians, two Portuguese, and one Jewish boy. The school’s history 
states that ‘the large Moslem contingent had its own athletic club’ by 1900. 
The boys organized themselves into the Islamic Athletic Club, which enabled 
other Muslim boys outside of Queen’s College (especially from St. Joseph’s 
College) to compete in athletic events with them” (Anita M. Wiess 1991: 
446).

In 1919 some Indian Muslim enthusiasts of Cricket, football and lawn 
tennis who were involved in Muslim Recreation Club opened the Indian 
Recreation Club in Sookunpo, just opposite to Sir Ellis Kadoorie School. The 
Clubhouse which is built on the Indian style architecture was constructed in 
1931. During the Japanese occupation of Hong Kong they had converted it 
into a firewood place, later it was reconstructed in late 1940s (Anita M. Wiess 
1991: 447).
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Another sport in which Pakistanis dominate and excel is cricket. They 
have been dominating even the official Hong Kong Cricket club and there 
are many Pakistanis who have captained the cricket club. The team in itself 
is also consisted upon majority of Pakistanis (Imran Idrees, Interview 2013).

There is one Pakistani cricketer, Imran Idrees, who came to Hong Kong 
as a coach to a local cricket club and later opened his own cricket coaching 
academy known as Imran Cricket Academy. He has also established his own 
cricket club by the name of United Cricket Club, Hong Kong. He coaches 
young boys in Hong Kong irrespective of their national or racial background 
and charges no fee rather he provides them uniform and other cricket 
equipment free of charge. He has also established his own cricket club by 
the name of United Cricket Club. Due to his enormous interest in cricket and 
sports he has established his own sports business at Hennessy road, Hong 
Kong (Imran Idrees, Interview 2013).

Muslims’ Religious Life in Hong Kong:

The Hong Kong Muslim community is quite diverse in nature, however, in 
spite of its diversity the good aspect of their religious life is that they are 
overwhelmingly non-sectarian and followers of different sects can be seen 
intermingling with each other quite easily in religious functions. This is 
clear from the non-sectarian nature of main Islamic organization known as 
“The Incorporated Trustees of the Islamic Community Fund of Hong Kong”, 
which is the guardian of 5 mosques out of six and all the Muslim graveyards 
in Hong Kong. (Amirali Bakerali Nasir, Interview 2013). Though majority 
of the Muslims in Hong Kong are Indonesians per se, however, since almost 
over 95 per cent of them are working as female maids (domestic helpers) their 
role in the Muslim community is negligible. The other dominant group(s) are 
Pakistanis and Chinese Muslims who are almost equally numbered (around 
25 to 35 thousand) but the Chinese Muslims have, over a period of time, 
become more Sinicized. Thus the Pakistani Muslims have become dominant 
in the overall religious life of Muslims in Hong Kong. This is also obvious 
from the fact that many Muslim organizations, madrasahs and mosques are 
under the control of Pakistanis (Mufti Arshad, Interview 2013).

Amongst host of organizations which are either founded by Pakistanis or 
they are playing the dominant role in those are Madani Mashawrat Dawat-e- 
Islami, Hong Kong, Minhaj-ul-Quran Organization, Hong Kong, Khatme 
Nubuwwat Islamic Council Limited, Hong Kong, Hong Kong Shia Asna-i-
Ashari Association Limited, Hong Kong. These organizations are involved 
in host of religious activities like organizing regular five times daily prayers, 



99

Diasporic Cultures of South Asia during 18th to 20th Centuries - Volume 1

Eidain prayers, special functions on religious days like Eid Milad un Nabi, 
organizing Taraveeh in Ramadhan (the fasting month), the Shia organization 
also regularly organizes Muharram and other days majalis (matam). Besides 
these functions these organizations also make special arrangements for Holy 
Quran learning both reading and learning by heart (rote learning). There are 
about 25 such Madrassahs (religious schools) for children where they are not 
only taught Quran reading but also given basic knowledge about Islam (Qari 
M. Tayaib Qasmi, Interview 2013 & Maulana Syed Hassan Imam, Interview 
2013).

Mosques:

Shelley Mosque:

The Muslims including Pakistanis/Indians and Malay held their first 
congregational prayer (Namaz Ba’a jamma’at) at an open area at Lower 
Lascar Row for some time. In those days the non-Muslims were very 
respectful of the Muslims’ religious sensitivities and they never passed 
through the Muslims’ area when the prayers were being held and when they 
were holding pork (Anita M. Weiss 1991: 420).

Around 1844, for the first time, the Muslims in Hong Kong applied for 
a piece of land for the construction of a mosque to the Government of Hong 
Kong. The Government allotted them on 3 December 1850 on a 999 years 
lease a plot called Inland Lot No. 268. This was the highest land point within 
the developing land of the Island. With the passage of time as the numbers of 
Muslims increased they started constructing a structure for their gatherings 
and their regular five times worshiping every day. According to the map drawn 
by Gordon, one British official who was posted in Hong Kong in 1843, one 
square structure existed within the mosque area which looked like a primitive 
structure of the mosque. Later they were able to build the first proper mosque 
at the present site of Jamia Mosque aka Shelly mosque in 1849, which can 
be seen in the map of the city of Victoria in 1850 at the same site where 
it stands today. However, there are other accounts which mention the date 
of construction of the mosque differently, for example while the Antiquities 
and Monuments office of Hong Kong mentions the date of construction of 
the mosque as 1849, the Government Information Service published a report 
about Jamia mosque in 1968 and recorded that the mosque was constructed 
in 1880 (Ng Yat Fai 2007: 4, 9, 11 & Haji Kafayatullah Rahmani 2012: 1).

Besides prayers, the mosque was used for another important function as 
well which was the provision of accommodation to Muslim travelers. The 
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founders of the mosque constructed two travelers’ lodges (Musffir Khana) 
with the mosque with the intention to accommodate Muslim travelers passing 
through Hong Kong. In those days the Muslims in the region were using 
Hong Kong as a transit while going to pilgrimage (Haj) to Mecca, so these 
lodges were constructed to provide them accommodation. For long these 
were used by the pilgrims on their way to Mecca until the modern airplanes 
came into use (Ng Yat Fai 2007: 4).

This accommodation was also given to those poor Muslims who came 
to Hong Kong in search of jobs. After the 2nd World War even the Muslim 
women and children were allowed to stay in the lodges. Currently there are 
many such families who have been living there for more than 30 years and 
they have established their own social network (Ng Yat Fai 2007: 4-5).

The present structure of the mosque was the result of a generous donation 
by a rich businessman from Bombay, H.M.H. Essack Elias. The reconstruction 
of the mosque was inaugurated by Nakoda Suliman Curimmohamed on 15th 
August 1915. The reconstructed mosque is around 70 feet long, 40 feet wide 
and 20 feet high with a portico and minaret above that. The rebuilt mosque 
was now bigger than the previous one and could accommodate about 400 
people (Ng Yat Fai 2007: 18-19 & Haji Kafayatullah Rahmani 2012: 1).

Syed Muhammad Noor Shah from Rawalpindi, Pakistan, was the first 
Imam of the mosque who served the mosque for a long time and finally 
returned to Pakistan after the 2nd World War. He died in Rawalpindi at the 
age of 86 in 1980 (Anita M. Weiss 1991: 425).

Kowloon Mosque:

Haji Kafayatullah Rahmani, Chairman, Kowloon Mosque Reconstruction 
Committee in his booklet on the mosque titled Kowloon Mosque and 
Islamic Centre, Kowloon, Hong Kong, 2012 writes that “On May 7, 1892 
‘Mohammadans of Upper India (Khattaks & Yusfuzais tribes and men from 
Jhelum, Shahpur, Rawalpindi, Hazara and Gujrat arrived in Kowloon to 
serve in the Hong Kong Regiment of the British Army” (Haji Kafayatullah 
Rahmani 2012: 3).

Since they were accommodated in Whitfield Barracks within the Kowloon 
Park, they had started praying at a makeshift place within the park. Later 
Colonel E.G. Barrow granted them a piece of land for proper mosque which 
they constructed with their own donations in 1896. Along with the mosque 
they also constructed an ablution pond, the Imam quarter and a Musfir Khana 
(guest house) for the Muslim travelers. The original marble foundation stone 
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is still preserved in the Kowloon mosque and it mentions Maulvi Gulab Shah 
as its first Imam (Haji Kafayatullah Rahmani 2012: 3 & 6).

The writings on the foundation stone are in Persian which are translated 
in English as following:

“THE HONG KONG REGT. BUILT THIS MOSQUE IN

1896 UNDER THE KIND SUPERVISION OF COL. E.G. 
BARROW

AND

REPAIRED AND REPAINTED BY THE HELP AND 
PERMISSION OF MAJOR BERGER

IN 1902

In the name of Allah, the Beneficent, the Merciful
Praise be to Him who is the Creator and Allah

Every person is a witness to it
It was E.G. Barrow who authorized 
The construction of this place of worship

It became a reality in 1896
Of the Christian calendar

The beautiful Masjid was constructed 
Exclusively with the money from Muslim soldiers

Double M showed the way
Maulvi Gulab Shah was the Imam

It was the year 1902
Twenty second of January was the date (when)

The Hong Kong Regiment Masjid was
Renovated by Mir Asadullah

We thank Allah for the repairs and
Pray that He protects it from destruction (Haji Kafayatullah Rahmani 
2012: 3).

The Kowloon mosque was initially managed and run by the Muslim soldiers 
of the Hong Kong Regiment but when Pakistan came into being on 14th 
August 1947, the Muslim soldiers left for Pakistan and the management of the 
mosque was assumed by Pakistan Society/Association. After some time this 
responsibility was given by the Hong Kong government to the “Incorporated 
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Trustees of the Islamic Community Fund of Hong Kong”, which is still 
running its affairs (Haji Kafayatullah Rahmani 2012: 6).

Though the mosque was run by the Muslims the land was not deeded 
to them upto 1972. It was only in this year that government of Hong Kong 
leased 16,000 sq feet of plot for 77 years to the Incorporated Trustees of the 
Islamic Community Fund of Hong Kong. In the early 1970s it was felt that 
the dilapidated conditions of the mosque, Imam quarters and guest house 
needed repair. Further with the passage of time the prayer area became 
insufficient to accommodate the growing number of Muslims. However, the 
government was not granting permission for its repairs. It became possible 
only when Tsim Sha Tsu station of the Mass Transit Railway (MTR) station 
was initiated that damaged the building beyond repair which made the 
reconstruction inevitable (Haji Kafayatullah Rahmani 2012: 6).

For the damage which was caused by the MTR construction work, the 
Mosque committee submitted a claim for HK$1.5 million, however, the MTR 
corporation finally paid HK$66,000 in June 1980. The Board of Trustees 
did not go for litigation as that would have cost them lot of money (Haji 
Kafayatullah Rahmani 2012: 7).

In May 1977 the Board of Trustees appointed an Ad Hoc committee 
with Haji Kafayattullah Rahmani as Chairman for the reconstruction of 
the mosque. After protracted correspondence with the government of 
Hong Kong finally the government granted permission for the construction 
of the Kowloon Mosque and Islamic Centre on 13 October 1978 and the 
construction work on the mosque started on 6 March 1981. In order to 
complete the mosque and Islamic Center in a befitting manner, donations 
were requested from the Muslim community within and outside of Hong 
Kong. The bank account for donations was opened with the National Bank 
of Pakistan, Hong Kong. The Muslim community donated generously and 
collected upto August 1987 (this shows that donations continued even after 
the completion of the project) a total of HK $ 24,724,652.40. Out of which a 
total expenditure of HK$24.396.734.04 was incurred on the project leaving 
a surplus of HK$327,918.36 in the hands of the Committee. The project was 
completed in 1984 and was opened for regular prayers on Friday, 11 May 
1984 (Haji Kafayatullah Rahmani 2012: 16-68).  
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Happy Valley Mosque:

Happy Valley Mosque was constructed in late 19th century after the 
government of Hong Kong provided the land for the Muslims’ cemetery there. 
Initially it was a small mosque especially for janaza (funeral) prayers. As the 
population of Muslims increased on the Hong Kong Island, the mosque was 
used more frequently by those Muslims who were living nearby. After the 2nd 
World War, the mosque was reconstructed and expanded, which continued to 
be used until December 1978 when the government of Hong Kong resumed 
it for the construction of Aberdeen tunnel approach road. The government 
as a compensation provided another plot to the Muslims on Oi Kwan road, 
Wanchai along with an amount of HK$2.5 million (H.K. Rahmani, Hong 
Kong Standard, December 4, 1984: 10-11).

Masjid Ammar and Osman Ramju Sadick Islamic Centre:

The Muslim community decided to make maximum use of the plot and the 
money, which had been given to them as compensation to the Happy Valley 
Mosque acquisition by the Government of Hong Kong. Thus an eight story 
building was constructed on the site. The Ammar Mosque is part of the 
larger complex of the Osman Ramju Sadick Islamic Centre. The Centre was 
rightly given the name of Osman Ramju Sadick, a local Muslim business 
man, who endowed large sum of money for the purpose. Masjid Ammar is 
run by the Islamic Union of Hong Kong and is a reflection of the melding of 
Pakistani and Chinese culture. It seems that as the intermarriages increased 
between the Chinese and Pakistanis, the local boys’ importance and influence 
also increased. It is also to be pointed out that with the passage of time and 
particularly after the 2nd World War the local boys’ community became the 
back bone of both the Islamic Union and Muslim Ummah in Hong Kong. 
The Islamic Union has around 700 members which mostly sounds like 
Pakistanis, however, ‘a group photo would invariably look mostly Chinese’. 
Amongst the local boys most would recognize themselves as Pakistanis but 
some would not consider themselves as part of any single ethnic background. 
They consider themselves as part of a religious community rather than ethnic 
(Anita M. Weiss 1991: 443).

The Islamic Union of Hong Kong organizes lunch every Friday at Masjid 
Ammar after Jumma Prayers. The menu of the lunch is also evident of the 
Pakistani culture, which includes potato and chicken curry (Anita M. Weiss 
1991: 443).
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Cape Collinson Mosque:

The Muslim Cemetery of Ho Man Tin in Kowloon Peninsula was taken over 
by the government of Hong Kong in 1963 and as compensation the Muslims 
were provided land for cemetery at Cape Collinson. The government also 
constructed a small mosque for the Muslims which was opened on 4 August 
1963. The mosque was constructed particularly for janaza (funeral) prayers 
and regular prayers are not offered in the mosque as the mosque is in an 
isolated area where no Muslims live nearby. The mosque also does not have 
a permanent Imam (prayer leader) (H.K. Rahmani, Hong Kong Standard, 
December 4, 1984: 11)

Stanley Mosque:

In the beginning of the 20th century around 400 prison guards were working 
in the Hong Kong Prison Department. Initially they were posted in Aberdeen/
Victoria Prison where Shelly Mosque was nearby and the Muslims could go 
there to perform their prayers. However, later in the 1930s some of them had 
to be moved to Stanley where the government was constructing a new prison 
complex (H.K. Rahmani, Hong Kong Standard, December 4, 1984: 11).

Most of the Muslims devoutly and regularly pray. In order to provide 
the praying facility to around 200 Muslim guards of the Stanley Prison the 
British allotted a piece of land for the prayers, where they constructed in 
1936 a beautiful mosque in typical Punjabi rural style in earth-brown color. 
The mosque was constructed near the guards’ quarters and still serves the 
Muslim community in Hong Kong (Anita M. Weiss 1991: 432 & Barbara-
Sue White 1994: 116).

With the decrease in the number of Muslim Prison guards, the prayers 
are not regularly offered in the mosque. Further it is in a faraway place from 
the town where very few Muslims live and is in a restricted area, however, on 
special occasions like Eidain or Eid Milad un Nabi the authorities allow the 
Muslims to come to the mosque and offer prayers. On such occasions special 
buses are arranged to take the Muslims and their families to the mosque to 
offer prayers (H.K. Rahmani, Hong Kong Standard, December 4, 1984: 11).  

Muslims’ Cemeteries/Graveyards:

The burial of dead bodies of Muslims is a religious obligation for all Muslims. 
The first Muslim cemetery in Hong Kong was located on 7, Seymore Street, 
however, it did not remain operational for long as after the burial of 5 or 6 
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bodies the cemetery was resumed by the government of Hong Kong and 
the Muslims were allotted a place for cemetery at Happy Valley where the 
earliest graves can be found dating back to 1864 (H.K. Rahmani, Hong Kong 
Standard, December 4, 1984: 10).

Cognizant of the religious sensitivities and requirements of the Muslims, 
on 15 July 1870 Major General Henry Wase Whitfield on behalf of the colony 
of Hong Kong deeded a plot for Muslims’ cemetery. This piece of land was 
located on the west side of Wong Nei Chong road which the Land Office 
registered as Inland Lot No. 288 in the name of “the Mussalman Cemetery” 
(Anita M. Weiss 1991: 425 & Barbara-Sue White 1994: 60).

After the acquisition of the land for Cemetery the Muslims of Hong 
Kong soon built a mosque alongside the Cemetery in Happy Valley in 
order to perform the burial rituals. For the look-after and management of 
the Cemetery and the mosque, guardians were appointed by the Muslim 
community who happened to be invariably from the areas which are now 
parts of Pakistan. The boundaries of the land were specified and adjusted in 
1938 along with the pronouncement “…that the Guardians should ‘at their 
own expense maintain and repair to the satisfaction of the Director of Public 
Works any buildings, paths, drains and channels [of the cemetery] and pay the 
wages of all servants employed by them.’” (Anita M. Weiss 1991: 425-426 
& foot-note:  on page 425, “This was specified in the ‘Substitutional Deed 
of Appropriation of Inland Lot NO. 288 for the Purpose of a Mussulman 
Cemetery’ dated 12 May 1938 (C.S.O. No. 6634/1909, Part II). 

Though the land was deeded to the Muslims, the ownership remained 
with the Crown, which ultimately resulted in the shifting of the mosque and 
many graves to the Cape Collinson Cemetery in the late 1970s when the 
Hong Kong government decided to build the Aberdeen Tunnel on the route 
which passed directly through the Muslim Cemetery of the Happy Valley 
(Anita M. Weiss 1991: 426).

Another cemetery which the Muslims had established in Hong Kong 
was at Ho Man Tin. This was the result of the Muslim soldiers of the Hong 
Kong Regiment of the British Army request to their Commanding Officer to 
allocate them a separate place for the burial of their dead bodies in Kowloon 
Peninsula. The Commanding Officer accepted their request and temporarily 
allotted them a piece of land in the Ho Man Tin Hill, just behind the present 
Pui Ching School on Waterloo Road. The Muslim forces with volunteers 
on every Sunday used to go to the site to develop it as cemetery. They also 
constructed a small mosque in the cemetery for funeral prayers. Besides that 
they dug out a well which could be used for ablution and drinking. The fresh 
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water of the well became an attraction for all inhabitants of Ho Man Tin and 
they used to come to fetch the water from the well. The cemetery and mosque 
were named as “Moro Garden” for its enthralling view and fresh drinking 
water (Trustees of Islamic Community Pamphlet N.D.: 3 & Mufti Arshad, 
interview 2013).

The Ho Man Tin Muslim cemetery having 50 graves was handed over to 
the Indian Muslim Society in 1930. The Society for the repair of the cemetery 
small gate, construction of the boundary wall and a small monument at its 
entrance started a subscription of 10 cents per member. Initially it was allotted 
for the burial of Muslim soldiers in the British army but after “… the Second 
World War, it was opened for the use of all Muslims in Hong Kong, and 
operated until it was closed in 1961 and the bodies subsequently exhumed 
and transferred to the new Muslim cemetery in Cape Collinson on Hong 
Kong island in 1972” (Anita M. Weiss 1991: 427& Mufti Arshad, Interview 
2013).   

Though cemeteries are available for the burial of dead bodies of Muslims 
in Hong Kong, right from the beginning the Pakistanis take their dead ones 
back to Pakistan. It became particularly easy for them when Chaudhri Shujaat 
Hussain, became Prime Minister of Pakistan for a short period (June 2004 to 
august 2004) and announced free transportation of expatriates dead bodies to 
Pakistan by Pakistan International Airlines (PIA) free of cost. (Haq Nawaz 
alias Abid, Interview, 2013). The Hong Kong cemeteries are also evident of 
this trend as only 5% graves belong to Pakistanis and 15 % belong to local 
boys while the rest are those of Chinese Muslims. These figures clearly show 
that Pakistanis consider themselves as visitors to Hong Kong and always 
yearn to be buried back at home. Even those who are buried in Hong Kong 
identify themselves as Pakistanis. A grave stone in the Happy Valley cemetery 
is evident of this thinking:

“Born in Pakistan, June 11, 1934

Died February 26, 1979” (Anita M. Weiss 1991: 444).

Though in 1934 there was no Pakistan, still many of those who came to 
Hong Kong at that time or earlier consider themselves as Pakistanis. Even 
those who have no ties with Pakistan regard themselves as Pakistanis. “A 
spinster of the Arculli family identified with Pakistan (which she had never 
visited) to the extent that she left a large part of her estate to build a mosque 
in Rawalpindi” (Anita M. Weiss 1991: 444).
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Another such case is that of Syed Dawood Shah Bokhari hailing from 
Peshawar city, Pakistan and came to Hong Kong before the creation of 
Pakistan. His younger son Syed Kemal Bokhari, who retired as senior judge of 
the Hong Kong Appellate court, was born in Hong Kong after the creation of 
Pakistan; still keep mostly their Pakistani habits of diets and other aspects of 
Pakistani culture. Dawood Bokhari, who is around 94 years old is sponsoring 
many philanthropist projects in Pakistan and has constructed a large mosque 
in the outskirts of Peshawar, his native town. He has also sponsored another 
mosque construction in the city of Karachi (Syed Dawood Shah Bokhari, 
Interview 2013 & Justice Kemal Shah Bokhari, Interviews 2013).  

The Changing Social and Economic Landscape of Hong Kong after 2nd 
World War:

After the end of the War the British allowed the Pak-Indian sub-continent 
service men to go to their homes for mandatory vacations. Amongst these, 
twenty Chinese wives who had converted also accompanied their husbands, 
but those who were not converted were just left behind by their husbands, 
who went back home and remarried (Anita M. Weiss 1991: 433).

The post war period proved to be a watershed event in the lives of the 
Pakistanis/Indians living in Hong Kong. The partition of India and the departure 
of the British from the Indian sub-continent resulted in the emergence of 
two independent states namely Pakistan and India. The Punjabis living in 
Hong Kong always considered themselves visitors while the new generation 
of ‘local boys’ came forward to take the responsibilities of different Muslim 
organizations as well as community as they approached the middle age. 
As the British left Indian sub-continent, they were no more in a position 
to bring the Punjabi Muslims to the colony as earlier. Further some of the 
Punjabi families living in Hong Kong returned to their homes in Pakistan 
as the partition brought in their aftermath great divisions in the province of 
United Punjab. In this changed situation the new groups who came from 
Pakistan were untied with the British Empire rather they came to Hong Kong 
just as economic migrants to take benefits from the economic prosperity of 
the Colony. “The most important of these groups are the Punjabi and Pashto 
watchmen, the Pakistani bankers, and the South Indian merchants”(Anita M. 
Weiss 1991: 433).

Most of the South Asians and particularly Pakistanis are related to each 
other in Hong Kong but lately there is another community developing out of 
wed-locks amongst them. The children of watchmen who have been raised, 
brought up and educated in Hong Kong tend to get married to the children of 
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other watchmen in Hong Kong. “In addition, for a variety of reasons related 
to the Territory as well as to attempts at Islamic reassertion throughout the 
world, many young Muslims apparently are preferring to marry someone 
who is already a Muslim.” The only distinction of Pakistani community in 
Hong Kong from their own homeland in connection of marriages is that in 
Hong Kong first cousin marriages are not the preferred choice of many young 
people (Anita M. Weiss 1991: 447 & Gulzar Hussain Sagar, Interview 2013).

But there are also some Pakistanis who have been influenced by the 
liberal social environment of Hong Kong and they are ready to marry even 
non-Muslims without emphasizing on their conversion to Islam. In most of 
the cases the girls convert to Islam but there are cases where the husbands 
did not insist on conversion. Gordon Mathews interviewing a Pakistani 
young man Fahad Ali records his statement in these words, “I got married 
just two months ago, to a Hong Kong girl. My wife converted to Islam ___ 
she converted before we married. But she didn’t convert because of me but 
because of her. I can’t push her to be a Muslim! If she’s ready, she do it. I’ve 
known four or five Chinese girls who have converted to Islam ___ I’m happy 
for them. To my wife, I never told her to go and convert, never. It’s not a 
matter of converting because someone wants you to, it’s a matter of how you 
develop your own understanding” (72-73).

There is another case of a Pakistani man who wants to marry his Hong 
Kong Chinese girlfriend but the girl’s parents are adamantly opposed to the 
marriage as he is a Muslim. He is now struggling to decide whether he should 
abandon the most cherished belief and cultural identity for the sake of his 
girlfriend. It seems that ultimately he may (Gordon Mathews 2011: 206).

Pakistani Businessmen:

Though initially Pakistanis came to Hong Kong in search of jobs, lately 
many Pakistanis have also established good businesses in Hong Kong. 
While some have small establishments, others have developed multi-million 
dollars business companies. There are many small businesses which are run 
by Pakistanis from Chungking Mansions. Majority of them deal in mobile 
phones and electronics. There are also many Pakistani food outlets/restaurants 
and hair salons in Chungking Mansions (Asad Khan, interview 2013).

The Pakistanis have also some well-established tailoring shops in 
Hong Kong. Some Pakistanis have established large businesses, and have 
their offices in some upscale areas of Hong Kong. They deal in cotton yarn, 
electronics, telecommunications and shipping, for example, Keywin Group 
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of Companies (owned by Saeed-uddin), Hua Dao Shipping (Far East) Limited 
(owned by Capt. Shahzada Saleem Ahmed), Cyber Communication Ltd. 
(owned by Abdul Zahir). The businesses which are dominated by Pakistanis 
are two, viz. Used auto Vehicles and its parts and 2nd hand cloths.  The 
businessmen who deal in used vehicles and its parts have rented large areas 
in Kam Tin District and Yuen Long where they have established big yards 
and exports and imports used vehicles and its parts to and from different 
parts of the world in Africa and Asia including Pakistan. Another area in 
which Pakistanis have dominated the business is used clothes. Some of these 
businessmen have made big fortunes out of used clothes businesses. Some of 
the Pakistanis also deal in watches. One Mr. Javed has even established his 
own watches’ factory in China. Another man, Mr. Arshad Khan, who deals 
in stuffed tiles, has also established his own factory in China for his business 
(Nasir Ming, Interview 2013, Ahmad Balal, Interview 2013 & Wing Yung-
Doris Ho 2010: 66-70).

Another profession where Pakistanis have acquired some foothold is 
transport business, as some of them after earning money have bought truck, 
bus or taxi and are doing good business in this field. Though the Pakistani 
labour class is making good money as compared to Pakistan, still they have a 
yearning for going back to Pakistan. It is evident from the following comment:

“If they can do a business there, nobody wants to come here. They need 
something for starting up…. It’s your home, over there. Pakistan is something 
very different from Hong Kong. You can eat everything there! Here, you 
can’t” (Anita M. Weiss 1991: 438 & Ahmad Balal, Interview 2013).

Some of the Pakistanis who are not more than 100 have also prospered 
well in Hong Kong. These rug dealers either have shops in Central, or directly 
deal with their customers at their homes or arrange exhibitions/auctions at 
first class hotels. They import hand-made rugs from Pakistan, India, or Iran 
and sells in Hong Kong (Ahmad Balal, Interview 2013).

Pakistani Organizations:

Pakistan Muslim Society/The Pakistan Association of Hong Kong:

The early Muslims from South Asia were overwhelmingly Punjabi Muslims 
who along with Punjabi Sikhs were recruited in the Hong Kong Singapore 
Battalion (Hong Kong Regiment) of the British Army. Besides some of them 
were also working in the Police and other government departments. Thus 
besides being fellow colleagues they were culturally too very akin to each 
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other. The result was the establishment of the Kowloon India Tennis Club in 
1907. The Government of Hong Kong gave a plotiece of land on Gasceigne 
Road in Kowloon to the club in 1910 on which the first club was established 
made of wood (Trustees of Islamic Community Pamphlet N.D.: 12).

The Muslims from Pakistan/India organized themselves in The Indian 
Muslim Society in 1924 and continued using the Kowloon Indian Tennis 
Club for their past time for almost 25 years. Pakistan Muslim Society came 
into being on the ashes of Indian Muslim Society in 1950 at a meeting held 
at old Ho Man Tin mosque. When in 1957 the Trade Commission of Pakistan 
was established in Hong Kong, the first Pakistan Trade Commissioner played 
an important role in organizing the Pakistani community. The Pakistani 
Association of Hong Kong was officially recognized by the government of 
Hong Kong in 1960 (Barbara-Sue White 1994: 65 & Trustees of Islamic 
Community Pamphlet N.D.: 12).

Pakistan Club:

Since 1930s, the Indian Recreation Club is used for social gatherings but 
Pakistanis rarely visit it, however, the Muslims’ religious and cultural 
influence is visible in its food menu which is all Halal, no pork served and the 
meat, mutton and chicken is slaughtered as per Muslims’ religious practices. 
The only exception is alcohol which is served there since the beginning. 
It seems since local boys frequent the club and they are less orthodox in 
religious practices therefore there is no restriction on alcohol serving (Anita 
M. Weiss 1991: 447).

After the division of India and the creation of Pakistan, the Pakistani 
community lost access to the Indian Recreation Club and for some time the 
Pakistani community was without formal club. In 1950 some of the Pakistanis 
met at Ho Man Tin mosque and ‘…formed the Pakistan Muslim Society, 
which was incorporated in 1963.’ With the support and encouragement of 
Pakistan Trade Commission, Hong Kong, they were able to acquire a plot of 
land measuring 22,000 square feet at Kowloon’s Gascoigen and Wylie Road 
to the Pakistani community for the construction of their own club. A double-
story building was completed on the site in 1969, which includes the Jinnah 
Hall (multipurpose), a Canteen, squash court, net cricket practice pitch along 
with some offices. In the Pakistan Club not only official Pakistan functions 
like 23rd March (Pakistan Resolution Day) and 14th August (Pakistan 
Independence Day) are observed but other functions are also organized by 
the Pakistani community. The Pakistan Association of Hong Kong, which is 
supervising the Pakistan club also arranges meena bazars and Eid festivals on 
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the premises of the Club. The Pakistani community is also using the Pakistan 
Club for wedding ceremonies (Barbara-Sue White 1994: 65, Anita M. Weiss 
1991: 448  & Qamar Minhas, Interview 2013).

Pakistan Islamic Union:

In 1972 some Pakistani workers in Hong Kong tried to establish Pakistan 
Islamic Union after their disappointment with the Pakistan Trade Commission, 
Hong Kong. The main purpose of the Union was to help those Pakistani 
workers who face difficulties in different walks of life. Since most of these 
workers were illiterate they even did not know about their legal rights in 
Hong Kong. In these circumstances some Pakistanis thought about founding 
a Union to take care of those Pakistanis who were in need of help. When 
this Union was under consideration East Pakistan was hit by severe floods 
in early 1970s, which resulted in the mobilization of Pakistani community 
of Hong Kong to collect donations for the affected Bengali brothers. They 
generously donated and even some people donated their full month salary. 
This greatly impressed the Pakistan Trade Commission staff, particularly 
Mohiyuddin, who himself was a Baengli. He for the first the time came out 
of the Commission office and visited people in their homes, dormitories and 
mills to know their problems (Gulzar Hussain Sagar January 1976: 6).

With Mohiyuddin encouragement and active support a meeting was called 
in Nan Yung Cotton Mill dormitory to discuss the possibility of founding a 
Union. In the meeting Mr. Sher Bahadur Khan suggested the name of the 
Union as “Pakistan Islamic Union”, which was accepted. Another meeting 
for the organization of the Union was called in Far-East Cotton Mill. In this 
meeting Mr. Gulzar Hussain Sagar suggested the formation of a Consultative 
Council for the Union for two years comprising of a Secretary General, Joint 
Secretary, Secretary Finance and Secretary Publication which was accepted. 
It was also suggested that from every dormitory and dera one councilor 
should also be selected. In this meeting the following people were selected 
for Consultative Council:
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Gulzar Hussain Sagar Secretary General

Councilor of Consultative Council:

Raja Nazeer Ahmad Tai Hing Cotton Mill

Syed Muhammad Shah Textile Corporation of Hong Kong

Khan M. Tufail Nan Fung Mill

M. Akram Aigrendra Cotton Mill

Umar Bakhsh Nan Yang Cotton Mill

M. Idrees Far East Glass Factory

Mr. Rahman Representative of the Business Community

Sher Bahadur Khan Representative of the Government Employees 

(Gulzar Hussain Sagar January 1976: 7)

This union initially did some works worth praising and helped the Pakistani 
community a lot. The Union, beside other welfare works, also started 
organizing sending the dead bodies of Pakistanis back to the country and 
they also established a primary school in Tsuen Wan in 1974. This Union, 
however, could not survive for long due to internal clashes and also due to 
the members’ over engagement in their duties and was finally closed down in 
1974. (Gulzar Hussain Sagar, Interview 2013)

Communal Fund & Philanthropy:

The watchmen, security guards, industrial units’ labour and the likes used to 
live in the deras. In order to face the emergency situation especially the shifting 
of the dead bodies back to Pakistan they had established a communal fund. 
The communal funds were mostly established on the basis of the members’ 
regional belongings. For example the people belonging to Khushab or Chach 
would create fund in which all the members would belong to the same area. 
Sometimes they could establish such fund depending upon their personal 
relations with each other. Until recently when the Pakistan International 
Airlines (PIA) started the free shifting of Pakistani expatriates’ Dead bodies 
to Pakistan, such funds were used for such purposes. From these funds the 
members would also donate some money, one time grant for the welfare of 
the deceased’s family (Sagar Gulzar Hussain, Interview 2013). 
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This class of Pakistanis has also contributed a lot in the Pakistan Club, 
but over a period of time they are no more active participants of programs 
in the Pakistan Club. As they say the expenses of the Club are beyond their 
means. Further in the Pakistan Club wealthier Pakistani expatriates have 
taken over, with whom these people do not feel comfortable (Iqbal Khan, 
Interview 2013).

The Indians/Pakistanis besides looking after their own problems through 
collective measures have also contributed in many philanthropist projects 
and initiatives. They are always forthcoming in such activities, because 
Pakistanis/Indians consider themselves part of four communities:

“The first is that of his extended family and includes a responsibility to 
clothe, house, and find employment for every second cousin’s son or whoever 
may arrive on his doorstep in Hong Kong. Next, he is loyal to the Indian 
(Pakistani) group of which he is a member, be it Sindhi, Sikh, or Muslim. 
This implies special generosity to those needing help within the group or to 
the religious centre and its buildings. After that, he feels a part of the entire 
Indian (Pakistani) community in Hong Kong and participates according to 
his ability in its charities, organizations, and social bashes. Finally, he never 
forgets that he is an Indian (Pakistani), still connected to his homeland, and is 
willing to contribute to those people and organizations which can use his aid 
and will appreciate his generosity” (Barbra-Sue White 1994: 2).

Some of the people from the Pak-India sub-continent in the early days of 
Hong Kong have contributed generously for some welfare projects in Hong 
Kong and their contributions have a lasting impact on the society of Hong 
Kong. In this connection few names stand prominent like Mody, a Parsi, 
whose contributions made possible the foundation of the University of Hong 
Kong. Another name is that of Jehangir Hormusjee Ruttonjee, another Parsi, 
who contributed generously in the construction of Ruttonjee Sanatorium for 
the benefit of tuberculosis patients (Barbra-Sue White 1994: 2).

When in 2008 Pakistan was hit by a devastating earth quake, the 
Pakistanis in Hong Kong rose to the occasion and collected large amount 
of money and other necessary emergency items to be sent to Pakistan. In 
this time of great tragedy all communities helped Pakistanis in their efforts 
including many Indians who contributed generously for their neighbouring 
brothers (Ali Awan, Interview 2013).   



114

Diasporic Cultures of South Asia during 18th to 20th Centuries - Volume 1

Pakistani Professional Organizations:

Though generally the stereotype about Pakistanis/Indians in the pre-World War 
II was that of un-educated police, guards, and warders, this is not true as they 
represented a minority. “In 1931, trade and commerce was the largest single 
occupation of Indians (including Pakistanis as well), numbering 1.294. There 
were also many independent, highly educated Indian (including Pakistanis as 
well) professionals, 108 in all, including 24 listed as medical practitioners, 
18 chartered accountants, and six consultants in structural engineering and 
shipbuilding. The remaining professionals worked with private firms or 
hospitals and schools. Thirty-four Indians (including Pakistanis as well) 
were listed as domestic servants, almost exclusively with Indian families. 
The remaining 194 people were primarily watchmen and guards” (Barbara-
Sue White 1994: 35).

Since there were many Pakistani expatriates who were working in Hong 
Kong, a need was felt for the establishment of a Pakistani bank, thus came 
into existence the National Bank of Pakistan in 1960. The first branch of the 
office was opened at Central Building, Central, Hong Kong. Later three more 
branches were opened at Kowloon, Kwai Tong and Kwai  Chung. During 
the reconstruction of the Kowloon Mosque and Islamic Centre, Kowloon, 
National Bank of Pakistan was not only the prime bank for the Mosque 
Fund but also donated HK $ 1,100,000/= becoming the 2nd highest donor 
after the Royal Saudi Government which had donated HK $ 1,577,877.28. 
(Haji Kafayatullah N.D.: 67). The National Bank main branch was shifted 
to Sheung Wan, Cental in 2001 and the two branches were closed down. 
Currently the main branch in Sheung Wan and Kowloon are working while 
the other two were closed down (Wong Ting Kai, Interview 2013).

Other Pakistani professional organizations which opened their offices in 
Hong Kong were as following:

1. Pakistan International Airlines, 1965.

2. Pakistan National Shipping Corporation, 1972.

3. Bank of Credit and Commerce International, 1974.

4. Habib Finance, 1976.

With the opening of these professional institutions the number of professional 
and educated Pakistanis also increased (Anita M. Weiss 1991: 440).
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Multi-National and racial organizations:

There are many Muslim organizations which are not based on national or 
racial basis. Though these organizations are not exclusively Pakistanis, 
Pakistanis dominate many of these organizations. 

The Incorporated Trustees of the Islamic Community Fund of Hong 
Kong:

The Incorporated Trustees of the Islamic Community Fund of Hong Kong 
was founded in 1850. (Ng Yat Fai, 12) This is the most important organization 
of the Muslim community of Hong Kong. This organization is commonly 
known as “The Board of Trustees”. It came into existence due to government 
of Hong Kong stipulation to create an organization which could supervise 
and manage the Muslims’ mosques, buildings and cemeteries. It was to be 
formed by the Muslims of Hong Kong through a set procedure. Accordingly 
four organizations have their representatives on the Trustees Board. These 
organizations are:

1. The Islamic Union of Hong Kong.

2. The Pakistan Association of Hong Kong Ltd.

3. The Hong Kong Dawoodi Bohra Association

4. Indian Muslim Association (JAMAATH) Ltd.  (Trustees of the Islamic 
Community Pamphlet N.D.: 6).

There are some Muslim groups which exist in Hong Kong but don’t have 
representation on the Trustees’ board. These are the Twelver Shias or 
Athna Ashari, the Agha Khanis and Chinese Muslim Cultural and Fraternal 
Association (Asad Khan, Interview 2013).

The Twelver Shias had a dispute with the Dawoodi Bohras on the 
representation of Shias on the Trustees. Actually “…an Iranian Shia was 
instrumental in the formation of the Trustees, and had also formed the Husseini 
Society which the Bohras regard as the overseer of their separate area of 
worship called an Imam bara (housed in Husseini House on Hollywood Road 
in Central).” The Twelver Shias claim that in the Trustees representation has 
been ‘set aside for Shias should rightfully go to them as the first Shia who 
secured that slot on Turstees’ Board and founded Husseini Society belonged 
to their group. After initial dispute the solution is founded in the allotment of 
a place for worship to the Twelevers at the 3rd floor of the Husseini House 
(Anita M. Weiss 1991: 450).
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According to Amir Ali Nasir, a Dawoodi Bohra Muslim, who has worked 
on the Trustee Board,  the Trustee has a very strict policy towards board 
membership and the board is not ready to give membership to any other 
group, either on the basis of  fiqah, racial or cultural consideration, as the 
board members supposed to represent all the Muslims of Hong Kong not any 
particular group of religious or ethnic background. If they  allow any new 
member, it would be like opening a flood gate and then board will not be able 
to run so smoothly and efficiently (Interview 2013).

The Board of Trustees performs a variety of functions, which are listed 
as below:

1. To manage the Mosques and Muslim cemeteries in Hong Kong.

2. To control the subscribed donated and bequeathed funds.

3. To make all arrangements for funerals and burials of deceased Muslims.

4. To organize prayers for special occasions like the Eid festivals.

5. To undertake any other actions in the general interests of the Hong Kong 
Muslims and propagation of Islam” (Trustees of the Islamic Community 
Pamphlet N.D.: 6).

Besides the above functions The Board of Trustees also have the power 
to hire and fire all its employees including the Imams of mosques run and 
managed by the Trustees. From the very beginning the Imams of mosques 
in Hong Kong under the Board of Trustees have been appointed from the 
Sunni Muslims either of Hanafi, Hanbali, Shafi or Maliki fiqah as majority of 
Muslims in Hong Kong subscribes to Sunni Islam. (Zohair Tayyeb, Interview 
2013). The Board also has the exclusive authority to issue Halal certification 
to food products in Hong Kong SAR (Trustees Notification letter, N.D.). 

The Trustees has given the responsibilities to run and manage the affairs 
of the Happy Valley cemetery and mosque (constructed in 1963) to the 
Islamic Union (Muhammad Khan, Interview 2013).

The Islamic Union of Hong Kong:

The Islamic Union of Hong Kong was founded at the beginning of 20th 
Century in order to coordinate the activities of all Muslims irrespective of 
their ethnic, racial, national, or other considerations. It is a basic clause of the 
Union that all Muslims without distinction on the basis of sect, nationality, 
language or race would be expected in the fold of the Union. There are around 
1,000 members of the Union (Barbara-Sue White 1994: 63).
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Since its inception the Union has witnessed many changes the last being 
the revision of their Constitution in 1980 in order to fulfill the requirements of 
the Companies Ordinance of the Hong Kong Government to recognize it as 
a legal entity. (Trustees of the Islamic Community Pamphlet N.D.: 8) Under 
the revised constitution the Union declared the following objectives as their 
goals: to strive “…to improve the general welfare of all Muslims in Hong 
Kong, and to spread Islamic practices, beliefs, and religious knowledge.” 
The Union also supervises the establishment and maintenance of homes and 
hostels for Muslim travelers besides looking after educational institutions, 
clinics, health facilities, and homes for the aged and destitute.  Arrangements 
are also made to impart Islamic education through books, leaflets, tapes, 
newsletters, and classes in Arabic, learning of Quran reading, and Islamic 
Knowledge. The Union also looks after the donations of money, land, or 
material goods and any extra money not immediately required is invested 
for the benefit of the Union. The activities of the Union are run by a General 
Council, which meets every month (Barbara-Sue White 1994: 63).

The Union also runs The Islamic Union Medical Clinic which is 
recognized by the Government of Hong Kong. The Clinic charges a nominal 
fee of HK $10 per consultation including medicine, however, it provides free 
of charge services to those who cannot afford. The Muslim doctors and nurses 
offer their services as volunteers. The Union also maintains a library which 
is having 3,000 volumes on Islamic knowledge available in Arabic, Urdu, 
Tamil, English, Malay, Japanese and Chinese. The library also has a special 
section for children. The Union also organizes annual Haj pilgrimage tours to 
Mecca with the help of Tabung Haj Pilgrimage of Malaysia. Last but not the 
least the Union also extends help throughout the world to all those Muslim 
organizations who are in need of financial assistance. The union particularly 
assists those Muslims who are struck by natural calamities (Barbara-Sue 
White 1994: 63 & Trustees of the Islamic Community Pamphlet N.D.: 10). 

The Islamic Union has also established one elderly hostel for those needy 
Muslim ladies in Hong Kong who for some reasons do not have anyone 
to look after them. The hostel is situated near the Islamic Center to make 
it convenient to the residents to pray at the Centre’s Mosque. The Union 
also organizes variety of functions for the benefit of the residents of hostel 
(Trustees of the Islamic Community Pamphlet N.D.:  9).

Osman Ramju Sadick Islamic Centre, Hong Kong:

The single most worth mentioning achievement of the Islamic Union is 
probably the construction of the Osman Ramju Sadick Islamic Centre, at No. 
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40, Oi Kwan Road, Wanchai, Hong Kong in 1981. Before the construction 
of the Islamic Centre the Islamic Union was functioning from old fashioned 
confined accommodation. That was late Osman Ramju Sadick generous 
endowment fund along with the Government of Hong Kong compensation 
money and land in lieu of Happy Valley mosque acquisition, which enabled 
the Union to construct a modern multi story building at the said site (Trustees 
of the Islamic Community Pamphlet N.D.:  9). 

“The Osman Ramju Sadick Islamic Center consists of a Mayat Room 
(for washing the dead) and praying area on the ground floor, separate 
wuthu or washing areas for men and women on the second floor, an air-
conditioned masjid with two levels (one for men and one for women) which 
can accommodate over 600 persons on the third floor, a classroom for 
conducting Qur’anic and Arabic lessons on the fourth floor, a Community 
Hall of about 150 square meters which can accommodate over 250 persons 
and which can be used for prayers and lectures on the fifth floor, a library 
of over 180 square meters on the sixth floor, a Conference Room, Medical 
Clinic, General Offices and other Consultation Rooms on the seventh floor, 
and an office for the Islamic Youth Association with an open podium of over 
150 square meters on the eighth floor” (Trustees of the Islamic Community 
Pamphlet N.D.: 9).

Pakistanis influence in Hong Kong:

Hong Kong maintains a very homogenous Chinese culture ignoring the 
ethnic minority groups but in spite of that the Pakistanis have left a mark 
on the local culture. Pakistanis have influenced the local culture in different 
ways. For example some of the Educational Institutions in Hong Kong have 
visible marks of Pakistani culture. In this category the foremost which can 
be mentioned is Sir Ellis Kadoori School, which was built more than 100 
years ago and was built as Sir Ellis Kadoori Indian School. With the passage 
of time the numbers of Pakistani students increased many fold. For example 
in the 1970s while the Pakistani students’ ratio in the school was 1/6th, it 
increased to ½ by mid 1980s. Keeping in mind the Pakistani students’ 
language requirement, an Urdu teacher was also employed who had Urdu 
teaching experience back in Pakistan. The school also kept strict Pakistani 
cultural values in the school; this fact is testified by many former students 
of the school. The Pakistani students even keep their Ramadan fasts while 
attending the school. In recent years the school has somehow relaxed but 
still the boys and girls cannot meet openly for romance. One such incident 
resulted in fatal consequences. An Indian boy and a Pakistani girl eloped and 
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ran away to Macau, the girl’s parents followed them and took the girl back to 
Pakistan but the boy ran away to Singapore. The girl was finally poisoned in 
a field in Pakistan (Anita M. Weiss 1991: 444-45).

Another such school which shows clear indications of Pakistani culture 
even today is Kasim Tuet Memorial College, Chai Wan. The school is attended 
by large number of Pakistani children and there are also many Pakistani 
teachers who are working in the school. The large numbers of Pakistani 
girls in the school are wearing their Pakistani dress as uniform of the school. 
There are also many Pakistani functions, which are occasionally organized 
in the school. Some of the school’s staff is regularly organizing Allama Iqbal 
(Pakistan’s National Poet) day in the school as well. One such event was 
attended by the author himself in the school. (Tahir Nadeem, Interview 2013) 

The Pakistanis influence in the police force has remained very strong 
and for a long time they had very dominating situation particularly in the 
lower ranks. (Munir Khan et al, Interview). It is also evident from the fact 
that when in 1967 leftist inspired riots broke out in Hong Kong, amongst 
the foreigners those were two Pakistani police men viz. Mohammad Nawaz 
Malik and Khurshid Ahmed, who got killed at Sha Tau Kok, beside others 
who were injured (K. M. Malik, Interview 2013).

Hong Kong influence on Pakistanis:

Though the Pakistanis have influenced some aspects of the Hong Kong life, 
the Hong Kong environment has also left a big influence on the cultural and 
social values of Pakistanis living in Hong Kong. The most visible influence 
one can notice is on the language. Majority of Pakistanis who have settled 
in Hong Kong can fluently speak Cantonese, it is particularly true about the 
younger generations, who either came to Hong Kong very young or were born 
here. Though with their grandparents they would talk in their mother tongue, 
Punjabi, Urdu or Pashto, outside home they will speak fluent Cantonese. 
Some of the young people (brothers, sisters and friends) even sometimes talk 
with each other in Cantonese (Chacha Raja, Interview 2013). 

Another important change in Pakistanis behavior is about nationalism. 
In Hong Kong most of the Pakistanis though love their own country; they 
have become more cosmopolitan, accommodative and practical. They even 
have good business relations with their arch rivals, Indians. In Hong Kong 
money is the primary concern of Pakistanis like other people of Hong Kong 
(Chacha Raja, Interview 2013 & Gordon Mathews 2011: 47).
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Difficulties/Problems faced by the Pakistanis:

The presence of Pakistanis/Indians is spread over centuries but the racial 
discrimination has been a continuous problem for them. In spite of the 
fact that even in the early days some of them earned lot of money but still 
they were considered second-rate citizens. It is obvious from the following 
recommendations made in 1916 regarding the Matilda Hospital “that it was 
to be reserved for British, American, and Europeans patients” (Barbara-Sue 
White 1994: 30).

One of the major problems the Pakistanis face in Hong Kong is visa 
related. There are many Pakistanis who are nationals of Hong Kong but 
they face lot of difficulties in bringing their spouses. Earlier Pakistanis were 
getting visas on arrival but later the government of Hong Kong changed the 
policy regarding visas to Pakistanis, now they are required to get visas before 
arrival in Hong Kong. The Pakistanis now face lot of problems in getting 
visas for their spouses (Hong Kong’s Information Service Department March 
28, 2003 & Gordon Mathews 2011: 18).

Though the Hong Kong government has passed many laws for the 
prevention of racial discrimination, still the South Asians in general and 
Pakistanis in particular are facing much discrimination in Hong Kong society. 
The biggest problem which they face is employment opportunities as many 
complain that they were refused jobs simply because of their racial or ethnic 
background (Sara Ashencaen Crabtree & Hung Wong 2012: 1 & Kelly Loper 
2004: 1).

Many such incidents have been reported by different writers where 
the Hong Kong people have discriminated Pakistanis/South Asians on the 
basis of race, language and ethnicity. One Pakistani young man has recorded 
experience in these words, “I worked faster and better than the Chinese girl, 
but they still preferred her to me after the three-month probation.” Gordon 
Mathews has also written that in Hong Kong the racial hierarchy hinders the 
growth of South Asians/Pakistanis as Chinese believe that whites are superior 
and brown are inferior (Gordon Mathews 2011: 69-70).

Another man describes his experience in connection of job search as 
following:

“The employer when we go to interview they will say ‘sorry, you don’t 
know Chinese’. Sometimes they say ‘we don’t hire Pakistani people’. We are 
often rejected” (Sara Ashencaen Crabtree & Hung Wong 2012: 12).
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Another reason due to which they face problems in getting employment 
is language skills in Cantonese and English in the educational institutions. 
Sara & Hung has referred to UNISON study which has pointed out that 70.1 
per cent of Pakistani youth who are born in Hong Kong have not acquired 
the facility to learn Cantonese or English which later impacts their prospects 
to get employment in the Hong Kong job market. The problem is that the 
Hong Kong government disregards the special language needs of the non-
Chinese speaking students and they have persistently resisted making 
Chinese as second language for learning. The Hong Kong government 
insists on adapting the Chinese curriculum offered by individual schools but 
experience has shown that the non-Chinese students are unable to successfully 
compete in the public examination, which adversely affects their prospects 
in getting placements in the secondary school. It is particularly harmful for 
the residents which ultimately increase the generational marginalization of 
ethnic minorities (Sara Ashencaen Crabtree & Hung Wong 2012: 7 & 9).

 Sara and Hung referring to ‘A Research Report on the Life Experiences 
of Pakistanis in Hong Kong’ written by Ku et al in 2003 points out that out 
of 200 respondents which they had interviewed 70.1 per cent believed that 
they faced difficulties in finding a decent job due to language problems 
even if they were fluent in English but not in Cantonese. On the other hand 
29.1 per cent believed that they were rejected simply being Pakistanis (Sara 
Ashencaen Crabtree & Hung Wong 2012: 11-12).

Language related denial of employment has particularly increased after 
the hand-over of Hong Kong from British government to China in 1997. It is 
obvious from the following two observations:

“(It’s) really hard to find a job because there are a lot of language barriers. 
Before the handover it was easier to get a job and good income. After the 
handover we are not able to find long stay jobs, mostly we find temporary jobs 
with low pays. Even worse is (that) now mainland China people (have) come 
to Hong Kong. They can speak Chinese [Cantonese] as well as Putonghua 
[Mandarin]. This results in even more problem for us, since most of us are 
working in low skill field now and they are taking all these places. As a result 
we are unemployed and forced to go and get Social Welfare money” (Sara 
Ashencaen Crabtree & Hung Wong 2012: 12).

“After 1997 Chinese became more important than English and its [Hong 
Kong’s employment market] totally changed. We have more difficulty in 
employment and education. In medical area [seeking medical help] too” 
(Sara Ashencaen Crabtree & Hung Wong 2012: 12)
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Actually the Hong Kong government took a major policy shift in regarding 
the medium of instructions in the secondary schools after the handover in 
1997. Before the handover the medium of instructions at secondary schools 
was English but from year 1998 the Hong Kong government adopted Chinese 
as medium of instructions at the secondary schools, which inadvertently 
affected the ethnic minorities in Hong Kong. “This policy emphasizes the 
educational benefits of teaching in the mother-tongue and required 307 
government and aided secondary schools in Hong Kong to switch from the 
English medium of instruction (EMI) to the Chinese medium of instruction 
(CMI), while a remaining 114 secondary schools were allowed to continue 
teaching in English after establishing their ability to do so effectively” (Kelly 
Loper 2004: 4).

According to some sources the government is aware of the ethnic 
minority problems especially related to language in schools. In order to 
provide help to ethnic minorities in the acquisition of language skills “In 
2002, the government established a Committee on the Promotion of Racial 
Harmony, made up of members of NGOs and ethnic minority communities, 
which is supported by a Race Relations Unit and advises the government on 
race issues. The government has initiated a 60-hour Induction Programme 
for newly arrived children to help them adjust to the local social environment 
and education system and a six-month Initiation Programme intended to 
foster new arrivals’ English and Chinese skills and facilitate their adaptation 
to a local classroom context. These programmes were established in 1995 
for mainland immigrants and were extended to other new arrivals in October 
2000. The School-Based Support Scheme provides a block grant to schools 
for each non-Chinese speaking student in attendance. The school may use the 
grant to provide extra language classes and other adaptation programmes” 
(Kelly Loper 2004: 9-10).

Finding job is one side of the problem. The other side of the problem 
is to understand the Pakistani cultural sensitivities. Most of the Chinese 
employers are very strict bosses and they do not take into account the familial 
and cultural aspects of Pakistani workers. One of the interviewers of Sara and 
Hung has commented in the following manner:

“Work in Hong Kong can be very strict and the Chinese cannot understand 
our problems. Someone I know tried to return to Pakistan to see their dying 
father but his boss would not give permission to go. The Chinese don’t have 
time for their own parents” (Sara Ashencaen Crabtree & Hung Wong 2012: 
12).
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The difficulties in medical field have been pointed out by Tang et al 
2004 report which states that the hospitals do not offer any translation 
facilities to the ethnic minorities. Other social services departments of Hong 
Kong government have the same policy, which affects the ethnic minorities’ 
possibilities to get benefits from those social services which are offered by 
the Hong Kong government (Sara Ashencaen Crabtree & Hung Wong 2012: 
12).

The Pakistani women face problem particularly due to their cultural 
and religious outlook. In this respect Sara and Hung has mentioned Ku’s 
research who has pointed out that the Pakistani women who observe purdah 
and wear hijab feel discriminated by the Hong Kong westernized society. 
This is particularly true after 9/11. In this regard they write:

“…in a rare study of the embodiment of cultural values in Pakistani 
women, demeaning Islamophobic stereotypes are attributed towards 
traditional hijab dress worn by Pakistani women, which differs markedly 
from the contemporary, Westernized social uniforms of fashion-conscious 
Hong Kong Chinese residents. This may carry further resonances in the 
post-9/11 era in which the symbolization of the hijab-clad Muslim woman 
now carries connotations of both cultural benightedness and the threat of 
fundamental Islamist-inspired terrorism….Ku suggests that these views 
become internalized by Pakistani women who begin to view themselves as 
embodying the racist assumptions that are provoked by their appearance” 
(Sara Ashencaen Crabtree & Hung Wong 2012: 6).

In order to end the discrimination against ethnic minorities the Hong 
Kong government passed Racial Discrimination Ordinance (RDO) on 9 July 
2008, which became fully enforced w.e.f. 10 July 2009. This was the result of 
many years of advocacy and campaign by Non-governmental Organizations 
(NGOs), Human Rights Organizations and Committee on the Elimination of 
Racial Discrimination (CERD). Ins spite of the passage of this ordinance, the 
NGOs and Political parties still continue to campaign against some serious 
flaws in the Ordinance (Sara Ashencaen Crabtree & Hung Wong 2012: 8).

The flaws against which NGOs and political parties are campaigning are 
as following:

“First, unlike Hong Kong’s other anti-discrimination laws, the RDO 
does not cover ‘the performance of Government’s functions’ or ‘the exercise 
of Government’s power’ (HKHRM et al., 2009, p.1). Second, discrimination 
based on immigration status, right of abode, Hong Kong permanent resident 
status, length of residence and nationality are all excluded from the scope 
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of racial discrimination. Third, there is an exclusion of all laws concerning 
nationality, citizenship, resident status or naturalization and immigration 
legislation. Furthermore, the RDO allows exemptions for the language of 
instruction in education and vocational training institutes. Finally, the RDO 
does not include any statutory equality plan in which the government and 
public authorities are required to eliminate racial discrimination and to 
promote racial equality and harmony (HKHRM et al., 2009).

The result of this is that the police officers, immigrations officials and 
other law enforcement authorities do not feel bound by the RDO and the 
ethnic minorities complain about the discrimination meted out to them by the 
law enforcement agencies. (Sara Ashencaen Crabtree & Hung Wong 2012: 9) 
Fahad Ali recalling his racial discrimination experience stated, “The Police 
are here for our protection, but some of them are very bad. You’re a white guy 
here; I’m a brown guy. The police, when they’re talking to you, they’ll have 
a smile on their face, but when they’re talking to me, they will have anger on 
their face. At that time, I really want to kick their asses. At Immigration, at 
the airport, I told the guy, ‘just now, you had your teeth out, smiling to that 
white guy. But now, with me, you’re angry. Why? Can you explain this to 
me?’ he said nothing” (Gordon Mathews 2011: 73).

The same situation the ethnic minorities face in the Education Bureau 
placement policy because it is also not bound by RDO. This is pointed out by 
social workers in these words:

“One ME (Minority Ethnic) parent asked me when the Chinese children 
cannot find a school place what do the families do? ‘Why do we spend half-
a-year [looking] and still not find a school place? Are the Chinse children 
the same?’ I answered that [for] the Chinese it is not like that. A Hong Kong 
resident can get nine years compulsory education. If the parents don’t put 
their children into school they may be gaoled…it is interesting that [some 
ME] parents and I have discovered that they are Hong Kong citizens, some 
of them even born in Hong Kong and they are permanent residents. Why is 
it like this? It pushes us to think!” (Sara Ashencaen Crabtree & Hung Wong 
2012: 9).

The ethnic minority children face another problem at the school, which is 
the unfriendly behavior of the Chinese children. Many children have pointed 
out that the Chinese classmates do not play with them and sometimes they 
can be rude as well (Kelly Loper 2004: 53-54).
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Racism at the Interpersonal level:

Some of the respondents to Ku et al (2003) have pointed out verbal derogatory 
remarks to Pakistanis and the people of Indian sub-continent. They say that 
sometimes they are referred to as  Ah Cha, which is hard for them to know 
why they are referred to. 

“They [Hong Kong Chinese] call us ‘Ah Cha!. What does that mean? 
We don’t know, but something like ‘Boy!’ Or even worse maybe (Male 
respondent, ethnographic study). (Sara Ashencaen Crabtree & Hung Wong 
201: 12).

Some of the correspondents even have pointed out more serious racial 
discrimination and vilification, as is pointed out by one in the following 
manner:

“When we take the lift people will cover their mouth, thinking we’re 
smelly. Also, they call us ‘Ah Cha’, Sometimes they discriminate because of 
our facial look, because we have a beard and they will say it’s ugly” (Sara 
Ashencaen Crabtree & Hung Wong 2012: 13).

The Hong Kong Chinese also discriminate on the assumption being 
biologically superior to Pakistanis or other South Asians. It is obvious from 
the following statement:

“…the staff still did not allow [ME] youth to come into the Centre. The 
cleaner of the Centre always complained to me that ‘Ah Cha’ smell badly and 
create a negative image for the Centre. In a meeting a member of the staff 
said, ‘As a Chinese, in my veins is Chinese blood, and to serve these black 
skinned people, that I can’t do!” (Sara Ashencaen Crabtree & Hung Wong 
2012: 14-15).

The people of Hong Kong also look down upon Pakistanis and South 
Asians because they think that they are back ward while Hong Kong has 
joined the developed world. This fact is obvious from the following statement 
“We Hong Kongers have recently left the developing world and become 
wealthy. Why should these African and South Asians be staying in the midst 
of our newly wealthy home?” (Gordon Mathews 2011: 2).

There is another stereotyping of the Pakistanis as well, which is due 
to some fraudulent claims by few individuals in order to get social welfare 
benefits or industrial claims on phony industrial injuries. These few cases 
have been made by Hong Kong Chinese as a general image of the whole 
community, which is unfair as it is negatively affecting the Pakistani 
community in Hong Kong (Sara Ashencaen Crabtree & Hung Wong 2012: 
14 & Gulzar Hussain Sagar, Interview 2013).
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After the 9/11 incidents and subsequent War on Terrorism a new kind 
of racism has also emerged in Hong Kong. This is related to mainstream 
institutions like banks. The Hong Kong media has reported the case of two 
Pakistani females Hong Kong residents who were refused to open account in 
Hang Seng Bank on the grounds that they belonged to the terrorist country. 
Later when they approached Bank of East Asia for the same purpose, they 
were advised not to mention their ethnic origin on the form. The minority 
advocacy NGO UNISON later reported that they have received similar 
complaints from 15 Pakistanis who have been refused opening of an account 
on the grounds that they belong to the terrorist country (Sara Ashencaen 
Crabtree & Hung Wong 2012: 15).

Conclusion:

Migration and resettlement of the human beings in new territories is as old 
phenomenon as human beings themselves. In the religion of Islam it has 
a special importance and significance as the Holy Prophet Muhammad 
(PBUH) himself embarked upon migration and resettlement in new territory 
when his and his followers’ lives were threatened. Islam also advises his 
followers that if their financial position is not good in their place of abode; 
they should migrate and venture into new territories for the improvement of 
their financial position.

When we look at the Pakistani diaspora in Hong Kong, it seems that both 
the above stated principles of Islam have been followed. The earliest Pakistani 
migrants were economic migrants who came to Hong Kong in different 
capacities. Mostly they were servicemen with the British Government like 
army personnel, policemen, prison guards, contractors, tailors, seamen, 
petty clerks, dockyard and marine servicemen, watchmen, construction 
labours and some joined the industries running in Hong Kong in those days. 
Later some of the Pakistanis also occupied some professional positions 
like doctors, engineers, lawyers, teachers, managers, etc etc. Some of the 
Pakistanis also ventured in businesses, while some of them continued to be 
petty shopkeepers, some reached the high echelons of business community 
and are running now multi-million dollars businesses. All these people are 
those people who can be termed as economic migrants.

In the late 20th and the beginning of 21st century, a new kind of emigrants 
started pouring into Hong Kong, who is generally known as asylum seekers. 
They are those who have reached the shores of Hong Kong in search of 
protection for their lives. They face different kinds of persecutions at home, 
some are threatened for their religious beliefs, some are threatened for their 
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political ideologies and even some are threatened by their family or clan 
disputes. All of them have reached Hong Kong through illegal means and 
now are waiting to be granted asylum either in Hong Kong or a third country. 
But there are also some Pakistanis who have applied for asylum but they 
are not the genuine asylum seekers, rather they can be termed Economic 
Migrants because they have come in search of jobs and better economic life. 
In reality they have no threat to their lives be that on the basis of religious 
beliefs, political ideology or clan or family disputes. The lives of these asylum 
seekers are very tough as they are not legally allowed to work and they get 
very meagre financial support from the government of Hong Kong. Further, 
their asylum cases are not speedily disposed of and they wait for prolonged 
duration of time to know about the fate of their asylum cases.

Amongst roughly 35,000 Pakistanis in Hong Kong overwhelming 
majority are those who are permanently settled and thus have chosen Hong 
Kong as their new home. Since majority of Pakistanis are religiously and 
culturally orthodox, they have brought with themselves their own religious and 
cultural customs and values. Right from the beginning they have established 
their own prayer houses (mosques) and have also organized themselves in 
different kind of associations/organizations/unions, which not only take care 
of their problems, but also arrange variety of cultural and religious functions 
for the Pakistani community in Hong Kong. 

Majority of Pakistani diaspora in Hong Kong have kept their religious 
and cultural ethos intact. Overwhelming number of families still have 
joint family system in spite of the fact that the Hong Kong houses are very 
small but they feel more comfortable living together. They also still give 
great respect to the elders and generally listen and follow their advice. The 
greatest manifestation of this is arranged marriages. Even now, more than 
90 % marriages of the Pakistanis in Hong Kong are arranged marriages and 
majority of them tie their matrimonial knot back in their homeland, Pakistan. 
Another cultural tradition which they have kept to their heart is their burial 
in Pakistan, in spite of the fact that for Muslims of Hong Kong cemeteries 
are available, very few Pakistanis are buried there and mostly are flown to 
Pakistan to be buried in their motherland.

When one talks to the Pakistani diaspora in Hong Kong and observe 
their day to day activities, it seems that they are very much satisfied with 
the living conditions of Hong Kong. Almost all appreciate the safety, 
facilities and liberal environment of Hong Kong, where nobody is bothered 
about the safety of their lives or properties. The civic facilities are either 
at par or in some cases even better than many advanced countries of the 
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West. Generally people are liberal and their attitude is friendly, though some 
people have complained about discrimination on different grounds, these 
complaints are not very common. Many Pakistanis in Hong Kong also have 
the British Nationality, but they prefer to live in Hong Kong, obviously for 
aforementioned reasons. This author has come across couple of Pakistanis 
who have once in life thought about settling in Britain and went there but 
after spending couple of months started missing Hong Kong and came back 
for good.

A very important and significant aspect of the Pakistani diaspora in 
Hong Kong is their attitude towards religion and sects. In Hong Kong all the 
Muslim sects live very harmoniously and there is no tension on the basis of 
their sectarian differences. They even participate in each other programs and 
functions. The mosques are open to the followers of all sects and nobody 
interferes with other sectarian or religious beliefs and practices. The most 
important organization of the Muslims in Hong Kong “The Incorporated 
Trustees of the Islamic Community Fund of Hong Kong” is a non-sectarian 
organization. Its board members are not chosen on the basis of sect, race 
or nationality rather at the time of its foundation at that time four existing 
organizations were given representation and they continue to function with 
the same set up. In the history of the Board of Trustees nobody has pointed 
out any occasion where the Board members have strongly disagreed with 
each other. They have been taking decisions in unison. 

To sum up the discussion one can easily say that the Pakistani diaspora 
in Hong Kong are living a very happy life and they are contributing in many 
ways to the future of the present and future Pakistani generation both in Hong 
Kong and at home, Pakistan.   
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Annexure I

PAKISTAN TRADE COMMISSION
HONG KONG
Trade Commissioners

Name Years

Mr. A. Rab 1957-1964

Mr. Riaz Piracha 1964-1966

Mr. Ahmad Ali Khan 1966-1973

CONSULATE GENERAL OF PAKISTAN

HONG KONG
Consuls General

Mr. Amanullah Zafar 1973-1975

Mr. Minhaj Hussain 1975-1981

Mr. Kamal Afsar 1981-1986

Mr. Umair Khan 1986-1991

Mr. Sikandar Ali Keeriyo 1991-1995

Mr. Tariq Iqbal Puri 1995-1999

Mr. Azmat Ali Ranjha 1999-2004

Mr. Tariq Shafi Chak 2004-2008

Dr. Ahmad Balal 2008-2013

Ghufran Memon 2013-

Source: A Board in the office of the Consul General of Pakistan, Hong Kong Listing the 
Head of Mission in Hong Kong names with their tenure, 2014. 
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Annexure II

List of the Presidents of Pakistan Association of Hong Kong Limited

G.M. Butt 1963-1964

Iftikhar-ud-Din 1964-1965

Farid Khan 1965-1966

C.A. Ghafoor 1966-1969

G.M. Butt 1969-1970

Haji Firdos Khan 1970-1971

Kafayatullah Rahmani 1971-1974

Mohammad Iqbal Khatana 1974-1976

Kafayatullah Rahmani 1976-1979

Capt. Syed Jalal Akbar 1979-1981

Zia Hussain 1981-1982

Kafayatullah Rahmani 1982-1983

Shaukat Raza Mirza 1983-1985

Zia Hussain 1985-1988

Mushtaque Ahmed 1988-1993

Zia Hussain 1993-1994

Mohammad Amin Sabar 1994-1995

Mohammad Taufique Amdani 1995-1998

Saeed-ud-Din 1998-2002

Mohammad Shezad Sheikh 2002-2005

Capt. Shahzada Saleem Ahmed 2005-2011

Qamar Z. Minhas 2011-Present

Source: The Pakistan Association of Hong Kong. Special Supplement on the 66th 
Independence Day, 14th August 2013. Hong Kong: 2013.  
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Annexure III

Kowloon Mosque Reconstruction Committee

May 1977

Chairman Haji K. Rahmani
Honorary Secretary Haji S. M. Yoonus
Members Mr. S. Y. Chow

Haji S. M. Dastagir
Mr. Ibrahim Hassnain
Mr. H. F. Hei (Khairuddin)
Mr. Hei Hung-lu
Haji M. S. M Magdom Ismail
Hai S. M. S. A. Kabeer
Hai A. Karim
Haji W. S. Maghdoom Mohammed
Mr. Sultan Nacky
Mr. Sadakatullah
Haji A. R. Miskin Samy
Haji Ali Ting

In 1981, the Board of Trustees appointed the following members of the Islamic 
Union to the Kowloon Mosque Reconstruction Committee, designating Mr. 
M. E. Peake to be the Honorary Secretary of the Committee:

Mr. M. E. Peake

Mr. O. K. Dallah

Mr. A . M. Wahab

Haji S. M. Yoonus became Assistant Secretary.
Source: Haji Kafayatullah Rahmani. Kowloon Mosque and Islamic Centre Kowloon, Hong 
Kong. Hong Kong: Kowloon Mosque Committee, 2012, 16.
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Annexure IV

Kowloon Mosque Reconstruction Fund Raising Committee

Fridays and Eidain Collection of Funds:

Haji A. R. Miskin Samy and Haji Abdul Karim used to collect funds regularly 
from the congregation on Juma and Eidain.

For the collection of fund for the multi-million dollars project of the 
new Mosque, the Board of Trustees appointed the following Fund Raising 
Committee in January 1978.

Chairman Haji O. R. Sadick

Vice-Chairman Haji B. S.A. Rahman

Honorary Secretary Haji Kafayatullah Rahmani

Assistant Secretary Haji S. M. Yoonus

Members Mr. Mushtaque Ahmed

Imam Haji Ahmed Ceung Kwong-yee

Mr. Jaffer Ibrahim

Hajia Khaija Kitcheli

Mr. A. K. I. Shaikh

Haji Ali Ting

Mr. Kasim W. S. Tuet

Mr. Leung Lai-woo

Source: Haji Kafayatullah Rahmani. Kowloon Mosque and Islamic Centre Kowloon, Hong 
Kong. Hong Kong: Kowloon Mosque Committee, 2012, 58.
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Annexure V

The Incorporated Trustees of the Islamic Community Fund of Hong 
Kong

(The Board of Trustees)

Board Members 2012

Chairman Saeed ud Din 

Honorary Secretary Qamar Zaman Minhas

Honorary Treasurer Zoheir Tyebkhan

Trustee Arab Osman Mohamed

Trustee Najmee Abdul Mannan

Trustee Mohamed Ishaque

Trustee L. M. Nizaduddin

Observer M. W. Mohamed Mohideen

Source: Haji Kafayatullah Rahmani. Kowloon Mosque and Islamic Centre Kowloon, Hong 
Kong. Hong Kong: Kowloon Mosque Committee, 2012.
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