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Abstract
This study examines why and how labor migration from a village in Sindh,
Pakistan to Saudi Arabia has influenced changes for the left-behind families
and the community. We find that while migration impacts positively on the
material conditions of individual migrants and their families in the village, the
potential of migration to impact on other aspects of living conditions, social
change and development at community levels is shaped and often limited by
existing structures of power, including gender structures and other socio-poli-
tical structures. In the absence of investment in school infrastructures by the
state, remittances from migration have not translated into improved educa-
tional outcomes for the children of migrants. We also find that the male
migrants are leveraging their new status in the family to exercise more
choice in marriage matters with possible negative impact on women.
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Introduction

Until recently, the focus on migration-induced social change has been on des-
tination/receiving societies in the Global North (Castles and Wise, 2007) and
on the impact of economic remittances on sending societies for economic
development and socio-economic mobility of migrant households (De Haas,
2007; Nguyen et al., 2006). Spurred on by research on gender and migration
(Mahler and Pessar, 2006) and transnationalism (Levitt and Jaworksy, 2007),
researchers have expanded their focus on the social, political and cultural
changes on sending societies, left-behind families and communities.
However, this new body of research has produced debates about the extent,
durability and benefits of changes produced by migration in both sending and
receiving countries (Portes, 2010; Van Hear, 2010).

To make sense of the heterogeneous impact of migration on social change,
there have been multiple efforts to conceptualize and theorize the relationship
between migration and social change (Castles, 2010; Curran and Saguy, 2001;
De Haas, 2010; Rahman and Lian, 2012; Van Hear, 2010). One conclusion from
these efforts is that the relationship between migration and social change is
reciprocal and dynamic. Thus, migration-induced social change is structured
by economic, social (class, ethnic and gender) and political contexts of the
sending society, and migration and related behaviors, in turn, shape these
contexts. Relatedly, the broader changes or the lack thereof in the sending
society shape the ability and choices of migrants and their households to
change their behaviors and status. The mechanisms by which migration–
social change interactions happen require looking at remittances as being
multidimensional—economic, social and political. Migration-related changes
occur through the interactions of migrants and migrant household members,
as well as through the interactions of migrants and migration households with
non-migrants in the community. The experiences of these interactions and
their consequences for the left-behind, whether in migrant households or
not, are mediated by their individual positionality, such as gender, age
and position in the family. Finally, all of these processes are significantly
gendered—who migrates, what is done by migrants, and how do the left-
behind experience non-migration and the consequences of others’ migration.

This paper contributes to this research agenda and a multidimensional
framework of how international labor migration to Saudi Arabia impacts on
social change through a qualitative study of a village in rural Sindh, Pakistan.
Sindh Province is the third largest source of international labor migrants in
Pakistan having sent over 757,000 migrant workers in the 1981–2015 period
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(ILO, 2016a). For both migrants from Sindh and Pakistan as a whole, the Gulf
Cooperation Countries (GCC) remain the main destination, with over 50 per-
cent of migrants going to Saudi Arabia (ILO, 2016a). Pakistani labor migrants
are overwhelmingly male, although the share of female migrants has been
increasing since 2013 (International Labour Organization, 2016b). According
to the Bureau of Emigrants and Overseas Employment, in 2015, 40.8 percent of
migrants were classified as skilled (e.g., driving and carpentry) and 40.4 per-
cent were classified as unskilled (farm workers and laborers). These trends
have remained relatively stable for the last 45 years. Remittance income has
grown at an annual rate of 15 percent from 2000 to 2015 (ILO, 2016b). The
State Bank of Pakistan recorded remittance income in the fiscal year 2015–2016
at USD19.96 billion, with the greatest share coming from migrants in Saudi
Arabia (State Bank of Pakistan, 2017a)1.

Based on interviews and group discussions with both family members of
households with and without migrants, we found that migration provides
material resources that enhance the status and choice of male migrants,
while reinforcing or even diminishing the status and choice of the left-
behind, in particular women and girls. While material well-being has
improved, persistent economic, social and infrastructure barriers in Sindh
and Pakistan limit the educational and social changes in the community, espe-
cially for girls. Our study in particular expands our understanding of the
gendered consequences of temporary labor migration in Pakistan, which
remains a relatively understudied field (cf. I-Rahat, 1986; Lefebvre, 1999;
Siegmann, 2010).

What shapes migration-induced social change?

In this section, we provide a discussion of key insights into what shapes the
direction and content of migration-induced change in left-behind commu-
nities. We focus on research on communities characterized by temporary/
circular international male migration from rural areas in primarily South
and Southeast Asia and in several Muslim contexts because of: (a) the import-
ance of context in understanding migration and social change (Castles, 2010;
De Haas, 2010); and (b) our study is located in a rural Muslim community
where male migration is the norm but governed by rules that prevent settle-
ment in the major receiving countries, the GCC. Recognizing that migration-
induced social change can be ‘‘deep and surface, acute and cumulative’’
(Van Hear, 2010: 1536), as well as multidimensional (Castles, 2010;
Curran and Saguy, 2001), we conceptualize social change as having economic,

1The International Labour Organization (ILO, 2016b) has noted that the official recorded flows of
remittances may be underestimated by 20–30 percent since these records do not capture what is
sent through unofficial sources.

Wassan et al. 383



human and cultural development and well-being components, with a specific
focus on elements of gender relations.2

Economic changes and material well-being of left-behind families
and origin communities

Between 2002 and 2017, the average amount of remittances received in
Pakistan on a quarterly basis was USD2.579 billion, reaching a peak of
USD5.529 billion in the second quarter of 2016 (State Bank of Pakistan,
2017b). Remittances have overall increased dramatically since 2001, although
the latest data for 2017 show a decrease in remittances received in the same
quarter in other years (State Bank of Pakistan, 2017b). Research reviewing the
impact of remittances on poverty in Pakistan has found that the impact is
significant and positive, although the degree of impact varies by who sends
the remittances (Amjad, 2010; ILO, 2016b), the level of development in the
receiving community (Gul and Mahmud, 2012), and whether the remittances
are sent by official or unofficial means (Amjad, 2010).

The extensive literature on the impact of economic remittances from
migrant workers shows that remittances are utilized in part to improve the
material well-being of the sending household and family (Van Hear, 2010). It
is also clear that economic conditions (employment, availability and size of
markets, etc.) and the quality of infrastructure in the sending community will
shape whether economic remittances are utilized primarily for consumption-
smoothing for daily expenditures, housing and land related needs, or product-
ive investments and what kinds of productive investments (Davis et al., 2010;
De Haas, 2007, 2010; Nguyen et al., 2006).

Migrants and their left-behind households decide to utilize remittances for
what will generate market value and increase material well-being but also
what will enhance their status, prestige and social capital (Rahman and
Lian, 2009). For example, migrants and their families in rural Bangladesh
utilized remittances to build mosques (Kibria, 2008); contributed to ritual
and religious festival obligations to increase the migrant’s or family’s social
capital among Pakistani migrants (Erdal, 2012); or enhanced the marriageable
status of migrant or family members through purchase of jewelry and furni-
ture in Indonesia (Elmhirst, 2002).

The role of how status is attained and its influence on remittance use can
also be gendered and class-based. For example, Siegmann (2010) in Northwest
Pakistan and Lefebvre (1999) in North and East Punjab showed that since
respectability and honor of the household is in part dependent on keeping
women out of the fields, migrant households will use remittance in part to hire

2While migration can produce political shifts (Sasse and Ahmadov, 2016), this issue was not
covered by the objectives and design of our study.

384 Asian and Pacific Migration Journal 26(3)



(male) laborers to maintain (upper-class families) or achieve (lower-class
families) greater respectability. When a family is unable to do this, women
may experience their employment and work in the fields not as a source of
autonomy but instead as burdensome and as a loss of respectability. Thus,
just as the quality of economic conditions and infrastructure mediate how
economic remittances are utilized for economic and material well-being pur-
poses, the power structures, including gender, which shape what creates
status, prestige and social capital, mediate how remittances are used.

As such, in understanding the content of social change produced by migra-
tion in rural Sindh, one question we explore in our study is how existing
economic conditions, infrastructure quality and power structures mediate
the way remittances are utilized and leveraged for economic and non-
economic purposes.

Human development and the well-being of left-behind children

Researchers have examined to what extent migration contributes to social
change by impacting on human development (health and education), espe-
cially for left-behind children (both in migrant and non-migrant households).
Reviews of the research on migration and educational outcomes of left-behind
children show competing findings (Cortés, 2008; Nguyen et al., 2006): In some
contexts, negative impacts on the education outcomes of migrants’ children
have been found as a result of the absence of the disciplinary father (male
migrants), the caring mother (female migrants), or due to a culture of migra-
tion that creates incentives for the youth to want to invest in migration rather
than education for their futures (Kandel and Massey, 2002; Mondain and
Diagne, 2013). In other contexts, such as Bangladesh (Hadi, 2001; Kuhn,
2006) or the Philippines (Asis and Ruiz-Marave, 2013), researchers have
found positive impacts, especially for girls in Bangladesh, as a result of par-
ents/families being able to use remittances to afford, support, invest in and
continue their children’s education for longer and in better institutions.

Comparative studies suggest that educational outcomes from migration are
dependent on: (a) whether economic support is combined with necessary psy-
chological support for children (Asis and Ruiz-Marave, 2013); (b) how migrant
and non-migrant communities and families are adjusting to changing gender
roles in parenting (Asis and Ruiz-Marave, 2013; Graham and Jordan, 2011);
(c) the conditions shaping children’s early development (especially nutrition-
related factors), since these impact on educational outcomes, irrespective of
future economic resources invested in education (Graham and Jordan, 2013);
and (d) whether there are larger changes (such as fertility reduction and family
structure transitions and more educational infrastructures) in the sending
country creating an orientation toward and support for education, especially
for girls (De Haas and Van Rooij, 2010; Hadi, 2001). De Haas and Van Roijj
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(2010) have also shown that social remittances result in educational benefits
for girls which enchance their life chances.

Together, these studies point to the importance of household dynamics,
gender, and educational and health facilities in the community in shaping
the ability of migrants to invest in the children’s education and health. We
examine this in our study village by seeing whether educational and health
institutions, as well as economic options surrounding the village, have chan-
ged to make education a rational choice for boys and families of migrants.

Moreover, in societies where girls’ mobility is restricted due to concerns
about security, are left-behind girls able to benefit from the economic
resources provided by migration for education? Our study explores this ques-
tion given the context of our study village, in which girls and women are
embedded in a society which restricts their mobility and ability to mix with
the opposite sex, in the name of protecting them from sexual harassment and
violence (Agha, 2015).

Cultural change: Family life, gender relations and the well-being
of left-behind wives

The family and the gender relations underpinning it are key sites in which
culture is produced and reproduced. One of the major ways that international
labor migration can induce social change in sending societies is by creating
shifts in how marital, childrearing and family living practices are organized
(Kofman and Raghuram, 2010; Mazzucato and Schans, 2011; Nguyen et al.,
2006; Rahman and Lian, 2009; Toyota et al., 2007). Importantly, the direction
and content of these changes are mediated by existing gender structures in the
sending community.3

First, several studies have highlighted that household structure and living
arrangements are key to shaping how migration of men impacts on left-
behind women. For example, Desai and Banerji (2008) found that women
living with the extended family of migrants, experienced smaller shifts in
decision-making compared to women living in nuclear families of migrants
in India. Gartaula et al. (2012), found that among left-behind Nepali women,
those who were living with in-laws experienced lower autonomy than those
who were de facto heads of households. In their study of left-behind women in
Morocco, De Haas and Van Rooij (2010) found that the autonomy of wives in
extended family households was initially negatively impacted by out-
migration. However, over time, conflicts in these households and larger demo-
graphic changes in Morocco, have led to the nucleation of family life with

3While the feminization of migration in many societies has had important consequences for mari-
tal relations, childrearing and family practices, this section focuses on findings from studies on
male migration since female labor migration from Pakistan is minimal (ILO, 2016a) and non-
existent in our study village in rural Sindh.
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more households having women as de facto heads of households. The role of
migration in triggering the nucleation of the family and its role in allowing
left-behind wives in nuclear families or units to exercise greater autonomy was
also found in Bangladesh by Hadi (2001) and Rashid (2013).

Second, cultural norms about gender roles in sending societies are important
in shaping how left-behind women experience their changing roles and respon-
sibilities. Several studies, including those by Gartaula et al. (2012) and Adhikari
and Hobley (2015) in Nepal, Sinha et al. (2012) in India, Siegmann (2010) in
Northwest Pakistan, Rashid (2013) in Bangladesh and De Haas and Van Rooij
(2010) in Morocco, have shown that while male migration may expand the roles
and decision-making of women, these changes may be experienced as prob-
lematic rather than emancipating. These studies suggest how socialization of
gender roles in the family and social regulation of women’s behavior, through
gossip and potential social exclusion, as well as the periodic return of the hus-
band, may mean that women may experience these shifts as temporary,
unwanted, painful and/or conflict-ridden. For example, in a study of Iranian
left-behind women, Aghajanian et al. (2014) found that women perceive their
increased responsibilities and being the de facto head of household as neither
burdensome nor liberating. They argued that the view of the ‘‘inevitability’’ of
male migration implies that changes in family life are regarded as expected, as
part of a livelihood strategy, and therefore not challenging gender relations in
the family. The apparent preference for ‘‘normal’’ gender roles can be under-
stood in relation to entrenched patriarchal gender ideologies which shape
women’s sense of security and acceptance (De Haas and Van Rooij, 2010;
Kandiyoti, 1988; Rashid, 2013). It is interesting to note that researchers have
also observed changing gendered behaviors among the left-behind husbands
and men, but this has not been accompanied by changing ideologies (e.g.,
Elmhirst, 2007; Hoang and Yeoh, 2011).

Third, these processes and outcomes are mediated by other power struc-
tures in the sending community. For example, Hadi (2001), in his study of
rural Bangladeshi left-behind women, and Hoodfar (1996), in her study of
Egyptian urban left-behind women, found that upper-class women faced
greater constraints in leveraging resources from migration and expanded
roles for greater autonomy and changed roles compared to women from
poorer households. Generational differences also seem to matter but are
linked to larger societal shifts: thus, while in India, Desai and Banerji (2008)
found that younger women are more likely to be in extended families of
migrant households, in Morocco, De Haas and Van Rooij (2010) found that
as a result of a larger societal dynamic of nucleation of the family in the
country, younger left-behind women live in nuclear households and experi-
ence greater autonomy while the migrant is away. Hadi (2001) also found that
younger women were more likely to benefit from the autonomy-related
opportunities provided by migrant husbands.
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Fourth, migration can potentially impact on the customs and traditions
underpinning marriage practices. Several studies in South Asia have shown
that the promise of access to migration can make migrant males and males in
migrant households more sought-after grooms, which can disrupt traditional
customs and criteria in the marriage processes and thus impact on non-
migrants and the larger community (Ali, 2007; Ballard, 1990; Gardner, 2006;
Xiang, 2001). Ali (2007) and Xiang (2001) found that this intensified dowry
practices in India and shifted dowry demands away from furniture/jewelry to
demands for purchasing visas for migration. Ali (2007) also found that migra-
tion has disrupted traditional norms about the importance of caste and nobil-
ity in choosing the marriage partner in Hyderabad, instead putting a premium
on migration status. In contrast, Hadi (2001) found that migrant households in
Bangladesh moved away from dowry practices compared to non-migrant
households over time, which could perhaps be due to the fact that dowry
practices are seen negatively among middle-class and upper-class
Bangladeshis.

Based on the existing gender structures in the sending community
described above, in our study, we explored how international labor migration
in our study village has impacted on women’s status and well-being, how this
is mediated by existing structures of power, including gender, class, age, how
marital practices in the community may have shifted, and the consequences of
these factors for the left-behind community.

Study area

The study was conducted in February 2014 in one village in Sindh Province,
Pakistan. International labor migration to Saudi Arabia started off in the vil-
lage in the early 1980s, almost a decade after it had started in other parts of the
country. Initially, three persons went there, after which, the number of labor
migrants increased gradually. At the time of the study, the village had some
500 households and total population was about 5,000 people, out of which
approximately 100 were working in Saudi Arabia and 12 were in the United
Arab Emirates (UAE) – particularly in Dubai. The labor migration patterns in
this village are in parallel to national trends in Pakistan, where the main des-
tination country is Saudi Arabia, followed by the UAE (ILO, 2016a). Between
1971 and 2015, 96 percent of those who migrated overseas for work (8.6 mil-
lion) went to the GCC, with over 50 percent going to Saudi Arabia (ILO,
2016a).4 In 2015, the total number was over 774,000 migrants from Pakistan,
with 54.1 percent migrating to Saudi Arabia (ILO, 2016a).

4These numbers do not reflect the migration for work of the high skilled and the highly qualified
since they do not usually register with government agencies.
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Like the rest of rural Sindh (Agha, 2015), the predominant family system is
joint in our study village. The main sources of income are agriculture, share-
cropping, livestock, small businesses/shops in the village and nearby town,
wage labor and remittance transfers by labor migrants to Saudi Arabia. The
major crops cultivated are rice, wheat and watermelons. Only five persons
have government jobs in the village.

No health facilities are available in the village and people go to private
hospitals in cities for treatment, the closest being 3 kilometers (km) away in
the closest major town. The village has no sanitation and drainage system.
People use water mainly from hand pumps installed in their homes. There is
only one government boys primary school in which girls are also enrolled
2 km away from the village. The second main city and divisional headquarter
is 21 km away and includes more public and private health services.

Methodology

Data for this exploratory study were based on a qualitative methodology
utilizing 41 interviews with migrant household members, primarily the
women left-behind (26 wives and 10 mothers) aged 20–49 years and five
males (fathers and brothers of migrant workers). We also conducted eight
group discussions each with 15–20 participants. The participants were male
members from migrant and non-migrant households aged 20–60 years.
Interviews and group discussions focused on issues related to economic
changes, shifts in educational practices and priorities and cultural changes,
including issues about women’s well-being and customs and traditions of
village life.

The 15-day fieldwork was conducted in February 2014. Two assistants con-
ducted the interviews with the female respondents in the village, while the
lead researcher conducted the group discussions and interviews with male
respondents. The Sindhi language was used, but where needed, the inter-
viewer used Balochi, which is the mother tongue of respondents in the village,
to clarify questions.5

While the interviews with the women were conducted in their homes,
the group discussions were conducted in public places such as the otaq.6

The interviews were conducted with 41 left-behind family members of 70
labor migrants in Saudi Arabia, out of the total 100 migrant workers from
the village. We should note that due to the sensitivity of the issues and the
short period of our fieldwork, we were unable to discuss issues related to trust
in marriage, extra-marital affairs of migrants and sexually transmitted

5While all respondents speak and understand the Sindh language, their mother tongue is Balochi.
6Otaq, in Sindhi, refers to male gathering spaces in rural village settings where males of the village,
including guests and visitors, sit and stay. Women are not allowed to come and join these
gatherings.
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diseases, which have been documented in other studies on left-behind women
(Aghajanian et al., 2014; Ullah, 2017).

The data were organized and synthesized through thematic analysis based
on key areas of social change that migration is predicted to impact upon:
poverty-reduction, education, gender relations (in particular, women’s
lives), cultural shifts in customs and traditions, and the ability of communities
to organize for social change.

While the study did not include labor migrants as research participants, our
interviews allowed us to create a profile of the migrant workers and their
families. Migrant workers were working as vegetable or fruit vendors and
attendants at shops in Jeddah. Most families (29) had one labor migrant in
Saudi Arabia, while six families had two members, two families had three
members, and four families had five or more members in Saudi Arabia. Except
for three migrant workers who had been working in Saudi Arabia for less than
a year, the rest had worked in the kingdom from one to 15 years, with the
average being about 2–5 years.

The migrants were in the ages 25–60 years and had low levels of schooling.
Fifty of the 70 migrants were married with one wife, five had two wives, and
15 were unmarried.7 The monthly earnings of the labor migrants ranged from
PKR30,000 to PKR400,000. The average monthly transfers to the left-behind
families from households with one migrant worker ranged between
PKR10,000 and PKR40,000 (16–25 percent of migrant income). Among house-
holds with more than one migrant worker, the joint contribution ranged
between PKR50,000 and PKR300,000 (33–83 percent of their joint earnings).
The families received the remittances on a fortnightly or monthly basis. As
Rahman and Lian (2009) noted in their review of the literature on remittance
usage patterns in Asia, the stay or years of work abroad was directly corre-
lated with increased income, remittance transfers to the left-behind families in
the village, and improved levels of livelihood of the left-behind families and
households.

Understanding international labor migration and social
change in rural Sindh

‘‘In the past, people lived poor lives, now they live a
prosperous life’’

Majority of the respondents (30 out of 41) said they used remittances to meet
household expenditures (Sindhi-ghar jo saaman), to buy motorbikes and to

7According to informants, among the 100 migrant workers in the village, 10–15 are in polygamous
marriages.
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invest in land. Many attributed their families’ prosperity and better standard
of life to labor migration:

We are developed now because of the earnings of our labor migrants. Before, we

only had one room, we had a difficult life. We could not travel to the city, we had

poor food; we did not have good clothes. From the remittances from Saudi

Arabia, we have built six rooms, purchased motorbikes and we live a prosperous

life. (30 years old, male family member of migrant worker, group discussion)

Migrating for work as a livelihood strategy has also changed the kind of
economic activities in the village. Prior to the 1980s, sheep and goats were
the main sources of milk for daily consumption. As villagers started receiving
remittances, they purchased buffaloes and ten years ago, the village became
known in surrounding areas for selling milk, with young boys selling the milk
in the city. More recently, however, younger men have opted to work in Saudi
Arabia for higher income. Their departure reduced the number of workers
engaged in milk selling. On the other hand, remittances enabled villagers to
purchase tractors, thrashers, equipment for cutting grass and making food for
livestock, thereby increasing agricultural production.

Migration and the desire to migrate have created a migration industry in
the village. Local lenders provide prospective migrants funds to pay for
the placement fee, referred by locals as visa fee, to find employment in
Saudi Arabia. The fee, which includes all the migration costs including
travel expenses, can run from PKR300,000 to 600,000 per person. Lenders
do not provide the funds directly since Islamic law prohibits interest on
loans; instead, lenders provide an asset at a higher price which will be
paid over a certain period of time and the borrower sells the asset to attain
the needed funds. Local religious leaders have sanctioned this practice.
For example, if the placement fee costs PKR300,000, those without funds
will ‘‘borrow’’ an asset, such as a motorcycle, which may have a market
price of PKR70,000, but which the borrower will have to pay PKR110,000 in
6–12 months. The borrower then sells the asset, sometimes at a lower than
market price, and then utilizes the funds to purchase the visa, and repay the
lender according to the agreed schedule. Remittances from migrants are
another source of funds. Finally, visas acquired by someone can be sold to
interested non-migrants. The village’s experience with migration and
the migration-related practices which developed have made the village a ref-
erence point for people from other villages who are interested in undertaking
a migration project.

Remittance-receiving families have invested in the purchase of land. Due to
higher income, they are able to buy land at above-market prices through the
bidding process. All the lands in the village and surrounding villages have
been bought by the families of migrants. They are also purchasing the houses
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of the Sheikh8 community whose houses/plots cost PKR515 million. These
properties were previously out of reach of the villagers.

Some of the economic changes can also be seen in consumption behavior.
Prior to the increase in migration, villagers would mainly eat vegetables
grown in their fields. Meat was rarely eaten and fish was caught in canals
and streams. However, with the increased income from remittances, migrant
families now mainly purchase fish and chicken from the city and many no
longer grow vegetables for daily consumption.

The families of migrant workers have also improved their housing. Before,
they used to live in huts, but now many families have been able to build
houses with cement. Others have used remittances for repairing their
homes. In addition, ‘‘every household has purchased a TV and a refrigerator,’’
according to the 45-year-old brother of a migrant worker who took part in a
group discussion. Data culled from informants indicate that about 50 percent
of households in the village have deep freezers and refrigerators. The same
informant quoted earlier observed that ‘‘10 years ago, there was no concept of
the fridge.’’ Households also now commonly have chingchi rickshaws,9 wash-
ing machines, water motors, liquid-crystal displays and digital receivers in
their homes, purchases made possible through remittances. Informants
pointed out that even illiterate men and women use smartphones and laptops.

In addition, remittances were also used to fulfill social responsibilities. For
instance, two respondents stated that ‘‘from the labor migrant’s earning, we
have managed the matrimonies of our brothers.’’ Respondents also noted that
people have become prosperous and people were adopting urban lifestyles.

In short, research participants’ sense that families and the village had bene-
fited from international labor migration seems to suggest a greater capacity of
families to live better lives according to their own choices and priorities (De
Haas, 2007). Furthermore, the pattern of use of remittances for both consump-
tion and productive assets indicates that migration has created new economies
from remittance use and the desire to migrate, pulling more people into the
migration economy.

In reviews of the social impact of international labor migration, the poten-
tial of migrants (and or their families) to leverage economic resources (income
and skills), new social resources, and increased social status to impact on
political and social development of their sending communities has been dis-
cussed (Brettell, 2008; De Haas, 2007; Portes, 2010; Taylor et al., 1996;
Vertovec, 2004). The findings of this study suggest that labor migration to
Saudi Arabia has not contributed to and influenced community social action

8The Sheikh is a business/trading community mostly living in the main cities. They tend to own
factories, market shops and properties in Sindh. Originally a Hindu community, they converted to
Islam, especially around the time of Partition (1947) for social and economic reasons.
9Chingchi is a newer, motorized version of the old three-wheeler rickshaw to transport people and
goods. It is also a source of local employment.
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and development at the village level. The interviews and group discussion
data reflect that no development had taken place in the village in the areas of
sanitation, drainage, health and school infrastructures. Respondents also did
not identify collective community efforts, such as volunteering activities and
village-based organizations, to bring about change and development collect-
ively or by putting pressure on political institutions: these lack of changes
would support the argument by Portes (2010) that migration triggers changes
at local and micro-levels, but not at structural levels.

‘‘No improvement in the education of children’’

As noted earlier, education and literacy are considered essential indicators of
social change. Data from the study indicate that there has been minimal
improvement in the education of children generally, and girls’ education in
particular remains as a low priority. Only three respondents out of 41 said that
the family was able to utilize remittances for educational purposes. A few
respondents who had children enrolled in private schools mentioned the
importance of allocating funds for education. Overall, however, 25 out of
41 respondents indicated no change and improvements in the education of
their children. A common reason is the lack of resources to support the chil-
dren’s education:

No improvement in the education of children has taken place. The children have

interest and motivation but we cannot afford to send them to school . . . He (labor

migrant) intends to educate the children but we have no sources of funds

(Interview with the 36-year-old wife of a migrant worker).

Even among families with higher levels of income, families faced con-
straints in investing in the education of their children. For example, one
respondent with six family members working in Saudi Arabia and whose
household is among those which have improved their economic sta-
tus, pointed out that while migrant workers want to provide for their chil-
dren’s education, there are no schools in the village. The closest school is 2 km
away. What is important to note here is that the family perceived the context
as not supportive of educating their children, despite available financial
resources.

For girls, the lack of an enabling environment for education was discussed
repeatedly.10 Only five respondents stated that attention to and awareness of
girls’ education had improved because of enhanced income and affordability.

10Village data show that 80 percent of women and girls are illiterate, which is higher compared to
national rates of female illiteracy. Only 7 percent of women and girls had completed grades 3 to 5.
Only 3 percent of them were currently studying in 6th, 7th and 8th grades in the city. However,
there were only 10 to 15 girls who had managed to complete Matriculation 10th grade.
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The majority of respondents pointed to a lack of a girls-only school in the
village and restrictions on the mobility of girls outside homes:

There is no attention toward education of girls because society is bad. There is no

special arrangement of girls’ school (Interview with the 40-year-old wife of a

migrant worker).

The issue of ‘‘special arrangement’’ and bad society seems to be rooted in the
gendered segregation of public sphere in patriarchal culture in rural Sindh
(Agha, 2015). The society and culture in Sindh manifest patriarchal values that
clearly segregate males and females: as such, without the availability of near-
by same-sex schools, girls often do not get access to education even if co-
educational institutions are available or if same-sex schools are at a distance
that may subject girls to sexual harassment and danger. This pattern, of how
larger patterns of gender inequality in the sending society differentially limit
the (potential) benefits of international labor migration, even when migrants
and their households have additional income and resources, has been shown
in other contexts (De Haas and Van Rooij, 2010; Mahler and Pessar, 2006).

The issue of availability of an enabling educational environment and eco-
nomic resources for boys, on the other hand, reflected the role of a culture of
migration (Kandel and Massey, 2002; Massey et al., 1993; Mondain and
Diagne, 2013). In looking at what influences dropout behavior in education
after grade 8, respondents pointed to the aspiration and motivation among
young children and their migrant parents to seek labor migration to Saudi
Arabia. As young boys reach the age of 15, they aspire to go to Saudi Arabia.
They leave school and join their parents and relatives in Saudi Arabia as labor
migrants. This also helps them to work and earn jointly and support one
another there. One key informant from the group discussion, a 33-year old
male with two migrant worker brothers, shared:

I know many of the boys who left their studies and went to Saudi Arabia. Even

my younger brother, who was keenly interested in completing his education,

changed his mind after seeing fellow villagers. After completing the exams of

Matric (10th grade), he left for Saudi Arabia despite my objection . . . He was very

young, 17 years old. He applied at the National Data Base Authority (NADRA)

for a Computerized National Identity Card (CNIC). He applied as an illiterate

candidate and increased his age from 17 to 23 years and got the CNIC . . . A few

months ago, he received the result of the exam announced by the Education

Department. He got Grade-A . . . but he is in Saudi Arabia.

The aspiration to work abroad is further reinforced by the lack of employment
opportunities in the Sindh Province. Sindh has five major cities – Karachi,
Hyderabad, Mirpur Khas, Sukkur and Larkana – along with many small,
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medium level district cities and semi-urban areas. Except in Karachi and
Hyderabad, other cities and towns in Sindh Province lack job and skills train-
ing opportunities. Poor governance in planning, investment and development
in rural Sindh has contributed to pervasive poverty and inequality. The youth
in rural areas are not attracted to vocational or higher education; and are often
left with no choice but to work in low paid, unskilled jobs. In this situation,
migrating to work in Saudi Arabia and the Persian Gulf are considered better
options.

Some respondents also suggested that boys’ (and girls’) education was
negatively impacted because migrant remittances enhanced the ability of
families to marry off their children earlier. Unlike the findings by Hoodfar
(1996) and De Haas and Van Rooij (2010), in our study, village participants
noted that early marriage for both boys and girls has increased compared to
the period before labor migration became popular. Village norms prefer men
to be married before migration (in attempts to regulate their sexual behaviors
and embed them in the sending community), thus, families marry off their
sons of 15–20 years to girls of 12–18 years and then purchase the visa for their
sons to work in Saudi Arabia after one year of marriage. Early marriage nega-
tively impacts on the educational outcomes of boys and girls in the village.

Cultural change: Marriage and women’s lives

As noted in other studies (Agadjanian and Sevoyan, 2013; Aghajanian et al.,
2014; Hadi, 2001; Ullah, 2017), the overwhelming majority of female intervie-
wees said remittances sent by migrants improved their lives, citing better
housing, increased monthly budget, better food and clothing, and most impor-
tantly, the capacity to acquire and use gold ornaments. Women also indicated
having the freedom to go to town and being allowed to use and/or being
provided with cell phones by labor migrants. The women’s responses
reflected how migration facilitated men to fulfill their economic provider
role in the family and the value placed by women on men’s ability to meet
this role. De Haas and Van Rooij (2010) had a similar finding from their study
of left-behind women in Morocco. Unlike other studies that pointed to greater
decision-making roles in the absence of migrant men, our respondents did not
experience a similar shift. This is likely because there have been no trends
toward nucleation of the family in this village, which is important in facilitat-
ing the autonomy of left-behind women. Instead, joint-family living continues
to dominate living arrangements in this village.

Further, labor migration was said to have reduced women’s work in the
agricultural sector. The reduced work load was seen as a positive shift by
some; male family members do not like to see women working in the fields.
Informants noted that previously, other villages used to ridicule this village’s
families because their women used to work in the fields. With migrant
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remittances, women no longer have to work in the fields. As in the studies of
Lefebvre (1999) and Siegmann (2010) in Pakistan, men were happy about this
change since it increased the status of the village and the families. On the other
hand, some women said that their mobility and access to money had been
restricted. Before, when women worked in the fields, they could save some of
their income for themselves.

While improved economic situations may have restricted women to the
home, villagers also shared how migrants came back with different attitudes
toward women. During interviews and group discussions, 10 respondents
stated that ‘‘people used to beat womenfolk on minor issues; now they respect
them.’’ This is an important example of a positive social remittance (Levitt,
1998) and parallels some of the positive impact on women’s lives found in
other studies (Hadi, 2001; Kibria, 2008).

One of the major areas of cultural changes in the village is in marriage
practices. The social institutions of arranged and exchange marriage have
been the common customs practiced in rural communities in Sindh.
Specifically, watta satta or exchange marriage was the norm that used to pre-
vail in these villages. Under this custom, if a man wants to marry, he has to
give his sister to the brother of the prospective bride. If he does not have a
sister, he has to find another female relative, otherwise, he would not be able
to marry. These traditional marriage customs were considered as better for
women because they were not being sold and because such practices build or
strengthen ties between the marrying families. In the past, polygamy was
practiced in the village, but from the 1990s, it became stigmatized and
fewer families were willing to marry off their daughter as the second wife.

Migration is changing these marriage practices and norms in various ways.
According to respondents, men now exercise choice in who to marry, and
there has been an increasing trend toward second marriage. In the case of
exchange marriage, the men or their families just pay an amount of
PKR100,000 to 500,000 to the bride’s family. In view of their enhanced
status in the family, male migrants are better able to choose who to marry
or to take on a second wife; they can also divorce more easily. Other studies
have noted that migration increases the status of migrants in the marriage
market (Ali, 2007; Ballard, 1990; Gardner, 2006; Xiang, 2001). Our findings
suggest that the income-earning role of the migrant allows him to leverage
his new role and status to exercise choice, similar to what Rahman (2009)
found in Bangladesh.

Arranged marriages were means by which the elders maintain social rela-
tionships, kinship ties and regulate the young, but the increasing exercise of
choice by male migrants is shifting these mechanisms. On the other hand, low-
income non-migrants are finding it difficult to find a marriage partner through
the traditional means. The commodification of marriage practices renders girls
and women more vulnerable. A large amount of money (e.g., PKR300,000)
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inclines families to allow their young daughters to marry migrant workers.
These dynamics are leading to forced marriages involving minors. The com-
modification of marriage has also generated more conflicts – in situations
where previously agreed upon exchange marriages which required no monet-
ary transaction are now being retracted with demands for money. For example,
a 33-year-old male research participant with brothers in Saudi Arabia shared:

My elder brother married 15 years ago the daughter of our relative and our sister

(who was aged 10 years that time) was betrothed to the brother of that bride in

an exchange marriage . . . No bride price was paid and my brother just paid the

customary Haq Mahar [dower, mandatory payment to be given to the bride

herself] and gifts of gold on the wedding day . . . But when it came time for the

actual marriage of that same sister when she reached 18 years, our family

demanded a bride price, claiming that trends have changed . . . As a result, a

conflict arose between two families for at least three months. Finally, they paid

PKR30,000 and the marriage ceremony was held.

Respondents also shared that previously it was not possible to divorce a
woman in the village because of cultural and religious norms and values.
Increased income has made it easier for men, especially migrants, to get a
second wife and divorce the first one. While migrant men divorce more
easily, the stigma against divorced women has not diminished.

Discussion and final remarks

This exploratory study of a village in Sindh points to some important charac-
teristics of migration-induced social change in sending societies and how it
works. As has been highlighted by scholars of migration and social change
(Castles, 2010; Curran and Saguy, 2001; De Haas, 2010; Rahman and Lian,
2012; Van Hear, 2010), migration-induced social change in sending societies is
shaped by the structures of power and conditions in which migrants, their left-
behind families and other non-migrants are embedded in. Importantly, if
migration occurs without larger scale changes in the sending society and
especially without an expansion of the political voice of the sending commu-
nity, migration-induced social change in the left-behind community will be
what Portes (2010) has called superficial or what Hoodfar (1996) described as
perverse and reinforcing of existing inequalities.

Communities in Sindh specifically and Pakistan generally continue to be
characterized by poor economic opportunities, patriarchal gender relations
and limited investment by the state in education and health. In such condi-
tions, migration-induced changes will be disruptive of social relations at the
individual level and micro-level, with the benefits of disruptions accruing
along other existing power structures.
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This is clearest in our study in relation to shifting marital practices,
where the male migrant is leveraging his new status to overcome barriers
of age and custom and exercise choice in both marriage and divorce.
Women, on the other hand, experience a constricting of choices in relation
to marriage. In a similar but less direct way, while remittances lead to
greater accrual of capital (especially land) for households with migrants, the
village as a whole remains underdeveloped in terms of education, health and
other infrastructures. This is because its political position in the district
remains unchanged and as such, investments by the state remain focused
on urban centers. As a result, increased resources of migrants do not lead to
changes in the quality of infrastructures or social services (such as education
and health) in their own village. Without such changes, existing power struc-
tures and cultural norms mean that girls remain unable to access education
and boys continue to see migration instead of education as a better
opportunity.

The ability of migration to change and improve the material conditions of
the individual migrant and his family further creates an orientation toward
migration, with non-migrants attempting to acquire visas and be associated
through marriage to migrants. As we have seen in our study, increased earn-
ings due to international labor migration can lead to changes such as an orien-
tation away from education, earlier marriages for both boys and girls, forced
marriages and higher bride prices that objectify and commodify girls and
women. Keeping in mind the argument that power structures shape out-
comes, women and girls, who occupy a relatively subordinate position outside
migration are further disadvantaged in migration-induced social change. This
is not to discount the fact that women in migrant households have definitely
experienced increases in their material well-being. However, for many girls
and women, the way gender relations are structured have worsened their
situation in the community as a whole through increase in divorce and pol-
ygamy and the commodification of exchange marriages.

Given the scale and importance of international labor migration in
Pakistani society, it is important to examine to what extent these dynamics
are producing themselves in other areas in the country. Policy discourses
celebrating the importance of migration-induced development and social
change need to be tempered in light of such findings. Related to this, we
would like to conclude by saying that both our findings and the emergent
body of literature in this area suggest that investment by sending states in
education, health and the economy and girls’ and women’s empowerment are
crucial to support migration-induced development and social change which
enhance the choices and capabilities of all individuals (De Haas, 2007, 2010;
GIZ and ILO, 2016). Without such macro-level changes, migration-induced
changes will occur along existing inequalities and potentially marginalize
the disadvantaged (such as girls and women) even further (Rahman, 2000).
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