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THEY came in drops in the late 18th century; in driblets during the nineteenth; and in the middle of the twentieth the floodgates burst open. There was talk of the empire striking back, and the streets of England saw gangs of youths, white and brown, fighting viciously.

They were all called ‘Pakis’ in Britain though they came from all the major countries of South Asia and not only Pakistan. But, since Mirpur sent in a large number of immigrants whose lands had come under the water when the Mangla Dam was constructed, they were mostly associated with Pakistan.

In every case, the elite, both British and South Asian, stood to gain by this immigration. In most cases, the immigrants were the losers, especially if they came from the working classes.

The first few visitors from British India were travellers who took back the news of the brave new world across the seven seas. So impressed were their countrymen that they psychologically accepted British supremacy. The 19th century saw mostly students who absorbed British values and became the brown sahibs to whom the British transferred the empire in the middle of the 20th century.

The third wave, this time of mostly working class origin, manned the factories which helped the economy establish itself after the devastation of the Second World War. So, in all cases, the visitors from the subcontinent contributed something positive to the British ruling elite.

They also contributed to the elite back home. In the beginning, they helped anglicise the elite which reconciled it to British rule, learn English, wear English clothes and become junior wielders of power in the empire. These factors also distinguished the elite from the masses, a distinction which remains to date.

They also helped establish values such as the rule of law, constitutionalism and the desirability of modern education. Even in Pakistan, the democratic idiom is so powerful that every military government talks about defending democracy whether or not it does so. This is our British educated elite’s contribution to governance.

As for the present immigrants, they send in foreign exchange which is drying up from Britain as the first generation fades away or gets alienated from the mother country. Moreover, immigration has reduced our intolerable demographic pressure.

What is the condition of the immigrants in Britain? How do they survive between the two cultures? Are they lost? These are questions which confront the visitor to Britain. I talked to many people to find an answer. There are books which describe the Pakistanis here and a number of reports as well. But talking to people gives one a deeper insight.

It seems that the community, which was young in the sixties, is now middle aged. About two per cent are in the 70 plus category. The factories were closed, and the community went into the transport sector as bus drivers and conductors, taxi drivers, owners of small stores and restaurants, etc. Some survived on dole and, because of larger families, did not do too badly at all. But all this has made them an underclass even when individual members were quite well off.

For instance, as compared to the Indians, the Pakistani participation in higher education is very poor — only 7.2 per cent to the Indian 15.2 per cent. The Pakistani children do, however, get through school (55 per cent) while whites from the working class background do worse (37 per cent) but later join working class professions thus never rising from being an underclass.

The British Pakistanis often own houses but live congested lives in them. They hardly ever go on holiday trips to any country except back home. Their children now are finding it less and less meaningful to visit a country whose language they know inadequately, where swarms of ‘aunties’ and ‘uncles’ leave them bewildered and whose values are different from the ones they see in Britain. Most are mired deep in poverty (comparative and not absolute, of course) since four out of five Pakistani and Bangladeshi families have incomes below the national average.

The real problem is that of values. Pakistan’s rural areas have male-dominating values. Pakistani men are scandalised with what they see as promiscuity and corruption in Britain and their first concern is to shield their women and children from these. This has resulted in men locking up women in houses, discouraging daughters from studying in universities, marrying both sons and daughters in Pakistan, and even killing or boycotting girls who marry according to their own choice. Thus one finds a girl, working in a supermarket, being married off to a Pakistani boy she has never met. The boy is brought to Britain where he and the bride meet as strangers. The boy sulks as she speaks in English he does not understand. He tries to assert his masculine authority, sometimes by violence. The marriage breaks up or remains a tragic imprisonment for both for many years. Similarly, the girl brought to Britain from Pakistan, finds herself imprisoned in a never ending cycle of drudgery and has no relief in a country she cannot hope to understand.

The community used to describe itself as Pakistani (or even Kashmiri), but now the preferred identity label is Muslim. This seems to be a response to the Salman Rushdie affair. The number of women taking up the veil in protest against the West came in then. After 9/11, they became more aggressive. Israel’s intransigence has given a new edge to this assertion of religious identity. Moreover, the younger generation does not know Urdu very well nor does it understand Urdu poetry. So, bereft of cultural markers, they reach out to religious ones.

In some cases, but possibly very few, it is militant or fundamentalist. Generally it is a kind of western Islam which retains prayers in Arabic and such symbols as the veil and the beard in some cases but has little to do with the intricacies of sub-sects or other aspects of Islamic traditions. In many cases it is a weekend Islam with Friday prayers and a faith school on Sunday. However, the anger over the policy of Britain of not condemning Israeli aggression and helping the American neo-colonialist wars in Afghanistan and Iraq could turn this identity-seeking Islam into a militant anti-West Islam in a much bigger way than at present. This is something which only the British government can address.

The overall picture of the Pakistani community in Britain is saddening: here are people caught between two cultures. They are lost to both cultures and live on nostalgia, unable to integrate or to go home — unable to even talk to their grandchildren — and threatened, as it were, by ghettoisation even when they are rich. The British working class sees them as the takers of their jobs and now, increasingly, as the abettors of ‘terrorists’.

They are oblivious of the fact that these were the people who helped in reviving the British industry. That was a long time back and, in any case, ordinary people neither know these things nor remember them. So, here are these greying people, alienated even from their British-born children, not looking forward to an old age in busy Britain.

Immigration is a form of violence. It takes people away from their home because that home gives neither money nor respect nor even basic human rights. The land which gives all these things takes away their identity, culture, language, family ties and both the past and the future. The nature of the exploitation changes but it remains, nevertheless, exploitation.

The solution lies in creating conditions at home which would not make people move away. This means not just sustainable incomes but also human rights and human dignity. If our own elite invests in this it would actually be doing itself a favour, because disgruntled minorities in foreign countries, susceptible as they are to accepting extremist forms of resistance to assert their identity, can give the country a bad image abroad.

For the West, too, it would be a good investment since more education and higher incomes would translate into less population growth which would stem the flood of immigrants. This is a better investment than inducting low paid workers in thankless jobs because an underclass is always explosive material.

