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An apt summing up about the Partition is that never before in South Asian
history did so few people decide the fate of so many, in northern India.!
Up until recently,2 however, there has been a historiographical silence about
the lives and experiences of the people who lived through the time and the
identities and uncertainties created and reinforced by the Partition.?

In what was the largest single bilateral flow of people, the Partition saw
about six to seven million Muslims moving from the minority provinces of
India to Pakistan and nearly eight million Hindus and Sikhs moving from
Pakistan to India.* Of the 700,000 muhajirs (refugees) headed for East
Pakistan the vast majority were Urdu-speaking Biharis.?

This paper focuses on the reinvocation of the Pakistan of the 1940s by
Biharis who describe themselves as ‘Stranded Pakistanis’ and have been
living since 1971 in 66 refugee camps spread across Bangladesh, awaiting
repatriation to Pakistan. Their reinvocation is intended to reinscribe the
Pakistani nationhood which they see as having been grossly erased by
successive, unresponsive Pakistani governments located in what remains of
the national space they see as having created and subsequently defended.®
Tied to this reinvocation, I detail another, that of Pakistan’s Muhajir Qaumi
Movement (hereafter MQM) positing the muhajirs as the fifth nationality in
a quest more recently, for a province of their own in the now ethnicised
terrain of the Pakistani homeland, which they underline was inaugurated by
the immense and unacknowledged sacrifices made by their ancestors who
were committed to the two-nation theory.

This juxtaposition of the voices of the muhajirs from the aqliat subas
(provinces where Muslims were in a minority, pre-1947) retrieves a
retrospective perspective of how the Pakistan movement for a denomina-
tional homeland has fared on the ground in the unmoored lives of those
who had migrated to East and West Pakistan in 1947,

A couplet oft quoted in muhajir circles, as also among aqgliat suba
Muslims who stayed on in India sums up the north Indian Partition
experience I explore in this paper:

Nairangié dauré€ siyasat to dekhié
Manzil unhe mili jo shareeké safar na thay.”
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II

The position taken by the Muslim League in the 1940s flowed from the
postulation of a demand for representation parity, independent of numerical
considerations.® This was premised on the inherent dichotomy between
Muslims and non-Muslims and its correlate that Muslims could only be
represented by Muslims, and not by politicaly accountable non-Muslims, a
position Farzana Shaikh has attributed to a discursive shift made by Jinnah in
the aftermath of the Muslim League’s poor electoral showing in 1937 from
an Islamic to a liberal notion of representation.?

The claim that Jinnah made from this position was that Indian Muslims
were not a minority, but a majority, albeit in certain areas and were therefore
entitled, as were all majerities, to ‘real power’ [nationhood]. It was in the
context of the prevailing constitutional schemes which focused on
demarcating the political boundaries of ‘Muslim India’, and which sought to
jettison the labelling of Indian Muslims as a minority by focusing on their
composition as a territorially defined majority (in the north-west and the
north-east of the subcontinent), that the Muslim League was to formulate its

Lahore resolution of March 1940.1°

Ironically however, as we shall see, this discursive shift of Jinnah’s was to
remain trapped within the paradigm of the colonial numerical bio-politics’!
that it was ranged against. The significant difference for the purpose of this
paper, however, was that the ‘majority’~‘minority’ categories were now
transferred to the provincial status of the Muslim League’s supporters, and
became the focus of the post-Partition discursivity and politics of muhajirs
from the aqliat subas, which seeks to establish that they had been blatantly
sacrificed for Pakistan and then deprived of it by those inhabiting the
majority provinces that comprised Pakistan in 1947.12

As early as April 1940, the Muslim League’s Pakistan movement was stiffly
resisted both by the Bihar Jamiat-ul-Ulama-i-Hind supported Muslim
Independent party as well as the Bihar Provincial Momin Conference led by
Abdul Qaiyum Ansari precisely on the ground that it implied the sacrificing
of the aqliat suba Muslims for the creation of a homeland in the Muslim
majority provinces. Within the Bihar Provincial Muslim League, in the
aftermath of the horror of the 1946 riot in which about 30,000 Muslims were
killed and around which Jinnah clinched his separate homeland demand,
there were two rather different proposals for the division of Bihar and
subsequently the demand for the inclusion of at least Purnea in East
Pakistan, which, however, Jinnah ignored.!?

As early as the Lahore session it was amply evident that the agliat suba
Muslims were going to be excluded from the forthcoming Pakistan.'® Thus
though the constitution sub-committee did consider creating ‘independent
homclands already having Muslim Majority’ (sic) in the agliat provinces of
U.P., Bihar and Madras or alternately, ‘arranging some migratory zones to
which Mussalmans may migrate and thus form a majority in due course of
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time’, the idea was given up as impractical and unworkable because of the
low percentage of Muslims involved.!®

On his part Jinnah assured Muslim minorities that the propaganda that
they would have to migrate en bloc *o Pakistan was to be disregarded as
insiduous and misleading.!® The Muslim League, he said, was not leaving
them in the lurch, for they would be well within their rights to demand all
constitutional safeguards. Since they could not in any case improve their own
position, the question before them was whether the entire Muslim India of
ninety million ‘was to be subjected to a Hindu majority raj or whether at least
the sixty million .of Muslims “residing in the areas where they formed a
majority were to have” their own homeland’.)?

Jinnah’s acknowledgement of the role of Muslim minorities in achieving
the (‘cherished’) goal of Pakistan!® has been pointedly quoted by them over
the years both to underline their post-47 unequal citizenship status and to
interpolate a wider reading of the homeland than was conceptualised in
1940.1 Something of the context in which this happened is evident from the
fact that as early as 1948 Jinnah had to spell out that Pakistan did not belong
to ‘a Punjabi or a Sindhi or a Pathan or a Bengali but to one nation’.2’

The Bihari muhajirs in East Pakistan held a variety of skilled and semi-
skilled jobs as mechanics, artisans, shopkeepers and labourers in the jute
industry and the railways.?! By contrast the wealthier Biharis had chosen to
settle in West Pakistan. It has been tellingly argued that for a variety of
reasons, ‘but particularly due to their low economic and social status’, they
were not considered Hindustani or muhajir by the West Pakistanis, and were
instead referred to simply as ‘Biharis in East Pakistan’.22 As Urdu speakers
the Biharis had an advantage over Bengalis in managerial positions that
required knowledge of Pakistan’s official national language, and soon came
to be secen as symbols of the Pakistan that the Bangladeshi nationalist
movement was up against. Given that many Biharis had supported the
Pakistan military and joined the central government’s paramilitary forces in
1971 they came to be stigmatised as collaborators. As a result, in several
towns Biharis were forced out of their homes or massacred and the
Bangaldesh government declared them to be Pakistanis who should be
returned to their home country.*® Of the 534,792 Biharis who applied for
repatriation only 118,866 were accepted by the Pakistan government. The
bulk of those who await repatriation are the less well off who could not buy a
prompt passage to Pakistan.?!

Led by the Stranded Pakistanis’ General Repatriation Committee (here-
after SPGRC) which was formed in 1977, and has branches in all the camps
in Bangladesh, the ‘Stranded Pakistanis’ have labelled themselves differently
and simultaneously: as ‘refugees’ while addressing the UN which denies
them that confirmatory status, as ‘Muslim Refugees’ to draw repatriation and
relief intervention from the Islamic heads of state and as ‘Atkay pora
Pakistanis’ to ensure Bangladeshi media coverage.?> For the purpose of this
paper it is the discourse intended to retrieve what is perceived as an
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inexplicably evasive nationhood that I focus on.

By all accounts 1971 was a watershed in the subcontinental Partition
diaspora. Not only did Pakistan cease to be an option for the Indian Muslim,
but it occasioned very different recastings in the lives of muhajirs to ensure
citizenship, nationhood and a homeland after this very major fissuring of the
two-nation theory.

Thus the Bihari prefix, even as it carried over in the discourse of the
SPGRC and its diasporic support groups, was very self-consciously sought to
be overlaid with air-brushed terms such as ‘non-locals’ in order to establish.
that it was their post-1947 ‘ideological’ homeland, not the ‘ancestral’ one left
behind that they intended to make a nation of. More pointedly since they are
not muhajirs/Biharis/‘Bangladeshi Biharis’ but Pakistanis,26 Pakistan cannot
shed them so.

Though the SPGRC projects itself as an un-‘political’ organisation, it
‘ardently’ believes in the ideology of (the) Pakistan (movement).27 In fact
simultaneously with resolving to do a Vietnamese, by moving shore to shore
in hired boats to underline their nationlessness, it recently resolved to
consider forming a political party ‘to ask the champions of the Muslim
League in Pakistan whether (the) TWO NATION THEORY on which Pakistan
was achieved still exists or have been vanished’ (sic).28

On the face of it the foregrounding of the two-nation theory in the
context of the changed politics across South Asia since the 1940s is indeed
naive. However, the discursivity of sacrifice emerging from the camp-sites in
Bangladesh3 reveals a very 1980s reconstruction of the Partition which is
interesting not only because it idealises the Bihari homeland, but because it
squarely blames the Muslim League and its Pakistan logic for the double
unhomings: of 1947 and 1971 but poignantly, more so for the first. The
preoccupation with historicising their East Pakistan experience becomes
explicable in the light of the repatriation categories decided on by the
Pakistan government'in the early 1970s that excluded the 238,000 ‘Stranded
Pakistanis’ now living in the camps in Bangladesh.3!

Though the bulk of the migrations to Pakistan occurred from the districts
of Patna, Munger and Gaya which were the worst hit by the riot of 1946,32
this stream of the migrants is very clearly and strategically downfocused.?? All
this is to make the point that before the Partition ‘these Beharees were better
placed and well provided for in life than the Muslims of the Muslim majority
provinces’ and therefore need not have moved to Pakistan. Also the Bihar
that they were invoked to leave behind is the ‘richest province of the Indo-

Pakistan subcontinent’.** More specifically, their unyoking from the
retrospectively unproblematic Bihar came about because of the politics of
the All India Muslim League which sullied their ‘intimate relations with the
citizens of the Hindu majority provinces’ by the stands it took between 1937
and the 1940s.33 '
~What is just as sharply emphasised is that it was in response to the
directions of the Muslim League,® that members of the central services of
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undivided India had opted for service in East Pakistan to fill the vacuum
created by the migration of their Hindu counterparts to India. Thus more
than 50,000 railway employees from Bihar were absorbed in East Pakistan. It
is claimed that ‘99% of the stranded Biharis’ in Bangladesh are those optees
who were ‘betrayed’ by those who succeeded Jinnah in that in 1962 their
(guaranteed) central service status was changed to provincial service and
they were subsequently and on that basis excluded from the categories slated
to be repatriated to Pakistan post-1971. This exclusion is seen as nothing
short of the betrayal of those Muslims of the minority provinces who had
responded to Jinnah’s ‘clarion call’ to get the new nation infrastructurally off
the ground, on the assurance that their service status would remain
unchanged in Pakistan.?

It is a ‘historical fact’ that Muslims from the minority provinces had
moved to East Pakistan not to earn their living but because they were
‘induced to believe’ that without their opting to serve the Pakistan Railways
the new state would collapse, that the Stranded Pakistani Railway Employees’
League (hereafter SPERL) has been emphasising. If they left behind their
‘hearth, and homes including landed property’, it was because their
‘Sentiments and Emotions’ had been roused ‘in the name of Islam and
Islamic brotherhood’.?®

Undoubtedly many optees had also migrated to Pakistan for better career
prospects and in anticipation of an atmosphere unlike that of Bihar in'the
aftermath of the 1946 riot. It should also be mentioned that quite a few who
opted for Pakistan, changed their minds within the permissible period to
rejoin the Indian railways.*® However, it is plausible that the issue of citizen-
ship options was indeed not clear among many migrants, even if we are to be
circumspect about some of what follows:

. .. We had come to Pakistan — a country and not to East Pakistan that was
only a province of Pakistan, as the servants of the Central Government of
Pakistan with our citizenship right intact and unaffected in our parent
land i.e. India but suddenly and without taking any option again [?] from
the Railwaymen the Central Government of Pakistan suo moto declared
all Railwaymen and their families in Pakistan as the Citizens of Pakistan.
The result of such an action of the Government of Pakistan was that our
houses, landed properties, assets, shares and other ancestral hereditary
rights which we had left behind in India, were declared as Evacuee
properties and were taken over by the Government of Bharat, so we were
hit hard at both ends. We were lowered in status, denied service benefits
and treated as fourth grade citizens and there was no way left for us to go
back to our former places of abodes and services.*?

Though a Pakistani government team assured them in 1983 that they and
their dependents are bona fide citizens *! they continue to live in up to eight
in a family in six square feet of camp space.
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Their unending camp existence is seen by the SPGRC as flowing from the
‘artificial and untenable “categories” for repatriation to Pakistan. This, it
sharply points out is ironical because what seeins to be conveniently
forgotten is that ‘in 1971, when it gave a call to these non-Bengalees to come
out and join the war for Pakistan’s sovereignty. there was nc mention of any
kind of category that could serve as qualification for the said war. These
categories, to say the least of it, lack any moral or legal basis, and the
category “West Pakistan origin” sounds particularly cruel and cynical in view
of the history of the Pakistan movement . . . '*? (emphasis added),

According to the SPGRC successive Pakistani governments have been
unserious even about the repatriation categories decided on. What is seen as
particularly galling is the ‘dishonourable argument that Pakistan has no
resources for the settlement of these stranded Pakistanis’, given its readiness
to extend ‘sheltering arms, whatever the cost to any number of refugees from
Afghanistan’ on grounds of ‘religious duty’.*?

Thus what the SPGRC has often wondered is, ‘why this religious fervour
vanishes into the thin air when it comes to sheltering those who suffered and
died both in the struggle for the creation of Pakistan in the forties and in the
struggle for the preservation of its sovereignty and territorial integrity in
1971°.4* (emphasis added). Its bottom line then is that ‘Pakistan’ owes the
‘Stranded Pakistanis’ a complete repatriation since ‘it has utilised and
exploited them in all its hours of need,'#? all three milestones in their
unhomings: 1946, 1947 and 1971, are seen as connected with their support
for the movement for Pakistan. 16

v

Watan thaa to Azadi dhoondta thaa
Ab azad hoon to watan dhoondta hoon.*?

This muhajir search for a homeland within the denominational homeland of
the 1940s sums up the Partition experience of aqgliat suba Muslims. Though
the MOM agenda is different from that of the SGPRC and the SPREL what is
common to them is the need to retain the reinvocation of the Pakistan of the
1940s which in the first place had conceptualised the homeland they moved
to.

Of the approximately one million muhajirs who settled in Sind by 1951,
85% were Urdu speakers from the pre-1947 provinces where Muslims were
the aqgliat.® Given their close connections in the central government many
muhajirs congregated in Karachi and other citites in Sind, where they not
on.!}_i found ready employment but were also awarded evacuee property.*?
Initially the muhajirs were dominant in the Muslim League and the govern-
ment. Not long after however, the party self-destructed and virtually
Van.lSth, and with the late 1950s domination of the army in the Pakistani
pollty,.thc muhajirs came to be edged out by the Punjabis.5

While on the one hand the two-nation theory was undermined by the
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emergence of Bangladesh and equally the ‘stranding’ of the Biharis, it also
stands questioned by the emergence of ethnic in place of the denomina-
tional identities that bulked large in subcontinental politics in the 1940s. The
former centres on the demarcation of the political nation (of 1947 and 1971)
from the putative ethnicities,®! which unlike the muhajirs have historical
roots in Pakistan.?

The articulation of ethnicities has got intermeshed with the ‘Stranded
Pakistani’ question in two senses. Whenever the latter have attempted
getting into Pakistan through the Rajasthan border®® and been pushed back,
the MQM has done a rewind to the logic of Pakistan and labelled their being
denied entry into Pakistan a shredding of the two-nation theory.>* At another
crucial level, the MQM'’s positioning of the muhajirs as the fifth nationality,
in addition to the Punjabis, Pathans, Balochs and Sindhis, hinges largely on
the articulation of the need to have a province of their own in order to avert
a repeat of the unhoming of the muhajirin-i mashriqui Pakistan in 1971.55
What after all did the ‘Stranded Pakistani’ get for having outpaced the army
in defending Pakistan is its constant poser.>® Instead it is the Afghan refugees
who total 3.5 million (as against the 2.5 lakh ‘Stranded Pakistanis’) who' are
rampant in Pakistan and allowed to spill over from their official refugee
camps in the NWFP and Baluchistan and even allowed to buy propernty in
Sind.57

Among other demands, the MQM, which was formed in 1984 and in
which mubhajirs from UP and Bihar predominate, prioritised the settlement
of the ‘Stranded Pakistanis’ as citizens of Pakistan.’® Simultaneously, after
several ambivalent shifts in the equations between Sindhis and the
muhzgjirs,sg the MOQM has been moving since 199450 towards the creation of a
province of their own comprising the southern Sind cities of Hyderabad,
Karachi, Mirpur and Thatta.5!

That both the SPGRC 62 and the MQMS3 should have agreed not to insist
on the repatriation of the ‘Stranded Pakistanis’ to Sind province is in itself
indicative of an acknowledgement of how deeply the two-nation theory has
metamorphosed, as manifest in the various Sindhi Bihari Roko (Stop the
Biharis) movements. The destination of the first batch of 300 ‘Stranded
Pakistanis’ repatriated to Pakistan in January 1993 was thus Punjab where
they are to be rehabilitated in a phased manner in 32 districts.5* Nonetheless,
there were bomb blasts.in the Bihari colonies in Kotri and Hyderabad in
Sind to coincide with the arrival of this first batch of Biharis after which the
whole process seems stalled.® The point that the blasts were making is that
regardless of where the ‘Stranded Pakistanis’ are repatriated to in Pakistan
they will ultimately head for Sind, and they needed to be told they were
going to be opposed.®®

The very foregrounding of the Bihari past of the ‘Stranded Pakistanis’ is
linked to the argument that the Sindhi homeland which is of civilisational
vintage® is being deluged by gairmulkis (aliens) who in pursuance of a ‘long
term conspiracy’ intend to turn the Sindhis into an agliat in their own
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homeland.®® Also significant is the projection of post-1971 Pakistan as ‘new
Pakistan’ and its fine print: as there is no Pakistan, there are no East
Pakistanis to be ferried across.%? Benazir Bhutto had at one point even
threatened that Sind would cut adrift from Pakistan if the Biharis were
settled there.”? The bottom line is that the Bihari issue is not Pakistan’s
concern alone, their destination could be ‘any other Muslim country’ or else
Bihar.”!

As it turned out, it was the Bihari diaspora, outside of the subcontinent
that first stepped in internationally to salvage the Biharis from the Bangla-
desh of the early 1970s, initially through voluntary organisations,’?> then
through the Asian committee of the British Refugee Council’”® and
subsequently the Makka based Rabita al Alam al Islam.™

Letters written by Biharis to their relatives in Bihar via the U.K. and U.S.A.
about their plight:in the aftermath of the Bangladesh movement were
published in the newspaper Sangam whose editor, Ghulam Sarvar was among
those who floated the Bihari Bachao Committee in Patna in February 1972.
The resolutions the committee passed suggested that the Indian government
take the responsibility for the protection of Bihari Muslims in Bangladesh
and allow the ‘non-Bengalees’ in Bangladesh to return to India, so that the
once uprooted were not uprooted yet again.”® Some Biharis wanted to and
did return to Bihar,’® but there were others who in the early 1970s made
Bihar a temporary base en route to Pakistan via Nepal, Sri Lanka, Burma and
Thailand.”” Thus given the history of partitioned families,’® Bihar, like other
aqgliat provinces is not quite an ex-homeland.

\%

The spread of the Pakistan movement from its ‘original core support in
Muslim minority provinces’ to the Muslim majority provinces that were
‘territorially crucial’ to the very existence of Partition, was a switch that
happened only around the end of the second world war. What firmed this up
were the impassioned warnings of the minority province Muslim Leaguers
about the likely future in a Congress ruled India.”

There is an argument that had the Muslim majority provinces not existed
the Muslim League could not have demanded a separate homeland, which in
any case was excluding the 60% of the Muslims living outside these
provinces.®® I need to mention that Jinnah had only hypothetically consi-
dered an exchange of population at the Muslim League's Lahore session.8! It
was much later, in April 1947, in the context of the Congress and Hindu
Mahasabha campaigns to partition Punjab and Bengal and in a bid to
forestall the ‘dangerous’ logic of the breaking up of provinces that Jinnah
specified that ‘sooner or later’ the exchange of population would have to
take pl.ace. It was something he said that could be carried out by the
respective governments whenever it was ‘necessary and feasible’,52

The Partition ethnoscape was, however, anything but as neat as Jinnah
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would have had Muslim League supporters in the agliat provinces imagine.
Those who moved from Bihar to Pakistan’s eastern and western halves, either
in the aftermath of the 1946 riot or as service optees were soon to discover
what the two-nation theory would fade into and yet how crucial it would
continue to be especially post-1971, as a discursive premise from which to
attempt a widening of the concept of the homeland envisaged in the
Pakistan of the 1940s: to reinscribe an erased nationhood in the case of the
‘Stranded Pakistanis’ and to create a province for the muhajirs, Pakistan’s

‘fifth nationality’.
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APPENDIX T*

e Bihari Concentrations in Bangladesh

Bhutan
Nepal W

India
W.Bengal

Caicutta O

*Derived from Ben Whitaker, The Biharis in Bangladesh (Minority Rights Group,
London, 1972)
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Camp & Location Number of People
1. Mohammadpur and Dhaka city 40,664
2. Adamjee Nagar 7.710
3. Narayanganj 1,506
4. Mirpur, Section X 10,086
5. Mirpur, Section XI 28,836
6. Murapara camp, Sec, XII, Mirpur 4,324.
7. Kurmi Tola Camp, Sec, XII, Mirpur 3,770
8. Block C & D, Sec, XII, Mirpur 7,260
9. Mymensingh 14,998

10. Rangpur 14,998

11. Saidpur 53,647

12. Dinajpur 6,899

13. Bogra 5,433

14. Ishurdi 10,107

15. Rahshahi 7,057

16. Khulna 7,381

17. Khalispur 16,624

18. Giatalla 2,235

19. Jessore 5,435

20. S8.B. Nagar, Chittagong 9,376

21. Halishahar, Chittagong 9,503

22. Firoz Shah Colony, Chittagong 2,554

23. Raufabad Colony, Chittagong 2,636

TOTAL 258,028

Note: While there are officially 66 camps, some are in the same tract, but are still

administered separately.

*Derived from 2,50,000 Pakistanis Stranded in Bangladesh (International Council
for Repatriation of Pakistanis from Bangladesh, New York, April, 1988).
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Breakdown by Sex and Age

1. Families 39,779
2. Males 127,976
3. Females 130,052
4. Adults 152,743
5. Minors 105, 285
6. Males under 18 years 64,668
7. Males 18 to 40 years 40,763
8. Males 40 to 60 years 18,097
9. Males above 60 years 4,448

Note: No breakdown of age groups of females available.
This survey has been accepted by both the Governments of Bangladesh and
Pakistan as the official figures with an accuracy fluctuation of 5 per cent.



