
 

India and Pakistan are both celebrating 70 years of independence in 

August 2017. In 1947, after more than two centuries of colonial 

rule, the British left the South Asian subcontinent; yet the transfer 

of power to the two new independent states came at a high prize. 

The former British India had to witness its ‘Partition’ in order to 

create the initial territorial conditions for the newly emerging 

countries.  Furthermore, the territorial separation, which was 1

basically conducted on religious lines (Muslim vis-à-vis Hindu 

majority areas), was accompanied with a large-scale exchange of 

populations between India and Pakistan as well as extreme violence 

between the three major religious communities (Muslims, Hindus, 

and Sikhs).  It is essential to note that Pakistan was divided into 2

two distinct areas separated by about 1,600 km of Indian Territory. 

There are estimations that the ‘Partition’ resulted in the death of 

500,000 to 1 million people, with some 10-12 million migrants 

moving across the new borders in Punjab (between India and West-

Pakistan) or in Bengal (between India and East-Pakistan). 

 Other South Asian states are not mentioned here, either because they received earlier 1

independence like Sri Lanka, or because they were only (loosely) attached to the British 
Empire like Nepal or Bhutan. Also the Maldives took their own path of state-building. 
 Observing that the Hindu and Muslim communities were granted their own territory 2

based on the two-nation scheme (basically claiming that Hindus and Muslims are 
different identities, thus nations who can’t leave within a common state, a concept which 
was especially pushed by Muhammed Ali Jinnah, today perceived as the founding father 
of Pakistan) created the hope for Sikhs that they too would be granted their own territory. 
This territory was to be called Khalistan and would roughly cover the territories of the 
then undivided Punjab region. Yet the outgoing colonial rulers rejected such demands, 
creating much disappointment, anger and confusion among the Sikhs.
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The migrants moving into West Pakistan, generally referred to as Muhajirs,  constituted in the early 3

1950s the inhabitants close to half of Pakistan’s major cities. The refugees fleeing to the eastern part 

belonged mainly to the community of the Biharis, Urdu-speaking Muslims, leaving their homes in 

the eastern Indian state of Bihar. However, many Muslims from various other areas of former 

British India joined them, for example populations from the ‘United Provinces’, today known as the 

Uttar Pradesh, India’s most populous state. Due the geographic closeness, approximately hundreds 

of thousands of them fled to what was then East Pakistan. During the following years, many people 

from West Pakistan also settled down in the eastern wing of the country, joining the Bihari and 

other non-Bengali  communities. Regarding some estimations (like the one of the International 4

Labour Office in 1956), the number of Urdu-speakers permanently living in the East Pakistan were 

then around 500,000.  

On the historical side-lines: Liberation War and collaboration  

It is important to note that during the initial post-independence phase of state and nation-building, a 

growing cultural, political, economic and administrative gulf existed between Pakistan’s two wings. 

A major difference was language, with Urdu as the main and state-supported language in West 

Pakistan and Bengali as the suppressed language of the eastern part. This inequality resulted in an 

ethno-linguistic movement which demanded the Bengali language to become the state language of 

East Pakistan. Furthermore, West Pakistan’s attempt to enforce Urdu as ‘lingua franca’ in its eastern 

wing added to the emerging alienation between the Urdu-speaking immigrants and the Bengali-

speaking population.  

The ‘Bengali language movement’, which was met with violent repression by authorities of West 

Pakistan, was eventually transformed into a struggle for independence which began on 26 March 

1971 and resulted in the liberation of Bangladesh (former East Pakistan) on 16 December 1971. 

Apart from the language grievance, Bengalis from East Pakistan, who constituted the majority of 

the new country’s population, had less representation in the civil service and military and little 

influence over the country’s economic policy. Most exports, and especially the main commodity, 

 Muhajir is an Urdu word for ‘refugee from India’.3

 Bengalis are here defined as the Bengali-speaking resident majority of then East-Pakistan, which became later 4

independent Bangladesh. 
_______________________ 
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jute, were produced in the east, yet the allocation of earnings bore no relation to the contribution of 

that part of the country. Additionally, most foreign aid was directed to West Pakistan, especially 

towards the Indus River basin project, whereas in East Pakistan no such project was developed. 

While government and military infrastructure in the western wing were supported by high 

expenditures, no such investment was made in the eastern part. The Bengalis of Pakistan felt 

increasingly dominated and exploited by their western counterpart, this domination and exploitation 

being perceived as the equivalent of an internal colonialism. In this context, it’s crucial to recognise 

that West Pakistan supported the relocation of the Bihari and other Muslims from India and West-

Pakistan to East Pakistan in order to run this part of the new country. The military regime in West 

Pakistan at that time made sure that the ‘Biharis’  found positions in key businesses such as the 5

railway and jute industry, but also in the civil service and middle-level Government positions. To 

entrench further their dependence, West-Pakistan’ authorities discouraged the Biharis from 

assimilating into the local Bengali communities and to instead live in their own enclaves, as well as 

staying out of politics. 

The plight of the Biharis: From non-Bengali migrants to stranded Pakistanis 

As a result, many Bangladeshis (Bengalis) identified the Biharis as (West) Pakistanis and part of 

West Pakistan’s repressive rule. This perception of the Biharis got further substantiated by the fact 

that many of them sided with the occupying forces from West Pakistan trying to suppress the 

freedom struggle of the people of Bangladesh, a struggle which resulted in the large-scale genocide 

of around 3 million Bengali lives. Consequently, the pro-West Pakistan Biharis who rejected the 

notion of an independent Bangladesh found themselves abandoned and unwelcome after the 

military intervention of India in support of the freedom fighters and the subsequent surrender of the 

army from West Pakistan. Their identity turned first from ‘Biharis’ to ‘Pakistanis’ and later into 

‘Stranded Pakistanis’ as a result of the successful liberation war. 

Against this backdrop, it does not come by surprise that many Bangladeshis are very critical not 

only about the presence of the ‘Stranded Pakistanis’ but also, and even more, of their integration 

 The term ‘Biharis’ will be used as an umbrella term for all ‘non-Bengalis’, especially non-Bengali speaking people 5

living in East Pakistan/Bangladesh. In order to address the changing public reception in Bangladesh, the term ‘Stranded 
Pakistanis’ will be applied during the further course of this article.
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into Bangladesh’s State and society. The ‘Stranded Pakistanis’ ultimately ended up by being 

relocated to refugee camps for a timely repatriation to Pakistan, a repatriation anxiously awaited 

and expected by Dhaka. Yet Pakistan has been reluctant to allow them to return. This unwillingness 

of Islamabad meant that only a part of these stranded citizens had a chance to leave Bangladesh; 

and furthermore a complete repatriation process of all ‘Stranded Pakistanis’ simply did not happen. 

In 2015, Pakistan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs stated that the country allowed the repatriation of 

more than 170,000 people. The remaining population are not Islamabad’s concern but rather the 

obligation of Dhaka. In result, there are still approximately 250,000–300,000 stateless people living 

in camps all over the country today. In order to justify their reluctance, Pakistani officials (including 

media and other commentators) usually refer to the costs of resettlement, the potential threat of 

creating internal tensions, as well as diverse but unspecified security challenges which could be 

created by additional repatriations of ‘Stranded Pakistanis’ (a term which is not used by Pakistan’s 

officials). Furthermore, Islamabad likes to emphasise that it is already much burdened by the 

massive influx of Afghan refugees during the last decades. In this context, the decision by the 

Bangladesh Supreme Court in 2008  to offer citizenship and voting rights to those who were either 6

born after 1971 or were minors at that time becomes instrumental in supporting the Pakistani 

rationale: the current stranded people are not Pakistan’s responsibility since they had become part of 

the Bangladeshi political and administrative system. This political manoeuvring is puzzling: besides 

the official rhetoric, what is the real rationale behind Pakistan refusal to repatriate the remaining 

‘Stranded Pakistanis’?  

The real issue: It’s not about more migration, it’s about Pakistan’s domestic 
power relations 

The argument presented here is that the main reason for Islamabad’s refusal to accept the rest of the 

‘Stranded Pakistanis’ is linked to one of the country’s most crucial domestic political flash points: 

The control over Pakistan’s major economic hub and the port city of Karachi. It is revealing to note 

that all Pakistani governments, civilian as well as military, remained reluctant to accept more 

repatriation. There is the concern among the national leadership that most of the repatriates would 

 Actually, soon after independence in 1972, the Bangladeshi Supreme Court decided that the Biharis were eligible for 6

citizenship. Subsequently in the same year the Government of Bangladesh issued the Presidential Order 149, offering to 
the Bihari (Urdu-speaking) community citizenship for the first time. But many Biharis feared retaliation for their war 
crimes and preferred repatriation to Pakistan instead of settling down in Bangladesh as citizen.
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settle down in Karachi. The port town and Pakistan’s former capital is known to be the centre of the 

Muhajirs, the Urdu-speaking, Muslim immigrants from India (and their descendants), which have 

been greatly engaged supporters of the ‘Stranded Pakistanis’ repatriations. The main political 

representation of the Muhajir’s, the Muttahida Qaumi Movement (MQM), is the dominant political 

force in Karachi, and this gives the political force tremendous influence at the national level (MQM 

got even described as a ‘kingmaker’). More concretely, there is a popular saying in Pakistani 

politics and strategic thinking holding that he who controls Karachi controls Pakistan. As such, the 

two leading national parties--Pakistan People’s Party (PPP)  and the Pakistan Muslim League-7

Nawaz (PML-N), the country’s current ruling party--perceive the Muhajirs and the MQM as a 

strong rival force in the struggle over ruling Karachi. Against this backdrop, further settlements of 

migrants are identified as a strengthening of local, oppositional forces, namely the MQM, a rise in 

power which is perceived by both the PPP and the PML-N as a challenge to their own political 

power, and by the country’s security circles as a threat to the national interest. The fact that the 

MQM supports a critical stand towards the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) as well as 

sympathises with the Baloch people (who feel economically exploited, politically side-lined, and 

militarily occupied by Islamabad, seeing the CPEC as another mechanism of suppression) 

intensified the conflict with the national establishment, especially with the omnipresent and 

politically powerful military. Having this in mind, the latest and massive armed crackdowns by the 

country’s national security forces against MQM politicians, workers and supporters as well as their 

offices (an operation camouflaged as part of counter-terrorism activities)  as well as the rejection of 8

further repatriations of ‘Stranded Pakistanis’ are two sides of the same coin: the reign over Karachi. 

Final thoughts 

The situation of the ‘Stranded Pakistanis’ is one of the most ignored human tragedies in South Asia 

and beyond. One of the major reasons is that these ‘Stranded Pakistanis’ have neither a ‘lobby’ in 

the region nor is there any ‘mighty actor’ within the international community which is willing and 

able to act in their favour. This is a remarkably unfortunate situation, since the people in camps 

must live in extraordinarily deplorable conditions — poor sanitation, lack of clean drinking water, 

 The PPP is not only the second major national party (currently in opposition) but also the strongest political force in 7

the Sindh province, were Karachi is located.

 For the sake of completeness, one has to add that the MQM has also his very own peculiar history of internal tussles 8

and armed encounters with political rivals.
_______________________ 
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limited access to health facilities, poor level of hygiene and lack of education or schooling, among 

others. Furthermore, being stateless and refugees, they are subject to numerous social and economic 

difficulties. Besides the fact that many of them, especially the younger generation, have 

Bangladeshi citizenship, speak Bengali and identify themselves as Bangladeshi, they face problems 

in finding jobs and other kinds of discriminations in all spheres of life. Partly as a result of these 

circumstances, they are often more easily targeted by criminal networks, illegal businesses, and 

Islamic fundamentalist groups. Consequently, there is an urgent need to end the miserable living 

conditions of the ‘Stranded Pakistanis’ and to find an adequate political and societal solution both in 

Pakistan and Bangladesh.  
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