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Challenging the Official Discourse: Partition-led Muslim Migration from India 

to East Pakistan 
 
Introduction  

 

The Partition of British India in August 1947 resulted in the largest migration 

movement in contemporary history. An estimated eight to twelve million fled their 

homes in 1947 alone. Muslim-majority districts of Northwest and Northeast India 

were carved out to create Pakistan. Two provinces, Punjab and Bengal, were directly 

divided. At the Northwest, Punjab was divided such that western Punjab belonged to 

West Pakistan and eastern Punjab continued to be a part of India. At the Northeastern 

province of Bengal, east Bengal became East Pakistan, which was geographically 

separated from West Pakistan. The dominant explanation for Partition-related 

migration is that communal tensions in British India and the idea of Pakistan as a 

Muslim homeland necessitated the exchange between Hindu and Muslim populations. 

However, many Muslim migrants in East Pakistan again moved to India and other 

countries in subsequent waves of migration. Furthermore, over 45 million Muslims 

remained in India (Shani, 2010: 151). More importantly, communal tensions between 

Hindus and Muslims were more violent and protracted in some regions like Punjab 

than in Bengal. Thus, communal violence fails to explain the motivations of Muslim 

migration to East Pakistan. 

 

I argue that communal violence was far from the only motivation for Muslims 

to migrate from India to east Bengal in 1947; considerations to migrate were 

complicated by economic and regional identities. In my essay, I examine how these 
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factors displace the importance of communal tensions in the narrative of Partition. 

Furthermore, I hope to understand the broader implications of the hegemonic 

explanation behind the Muslim migration to East Pakistan.  

 

In my essay, the terms East Bengal and East Pakistan are used interchangeably 

as they refer to the same region. East Bengal was named East Pakistan from 1950 to 

1971, the year in which it seceded from Pakistan to become Bangladesh. Also, 

scholars on Partition liberally use the term ‘refugees’ to refer to all migrants. This is 

partly due to the assumption that most were forced to leave their homes. During 

Partition, there was no distinction made between refugees, internally displaced and 

voluntary migrants. The term ‘refugee’ is a legal status defined by the 1951 UNHCR 

Refugee Convention, a few years after initial migration across the South Asian newly 

demarcated borders. Often, those who left their homes fell into multiple categories. I 

use these terms in this essay to highlight the importance of alternative narratives in 

the story of Partition migration. 
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Official Explanation – Communalism  

 

The dominant discourse in South Asian history textbooks, media and political 

science scholarship is that the Hindus and Muslims communities in colonial India 

were irrevocably polarised. Due to this increasing rift between the two religious 

groups, the Muslim League political party demanded a separate Muslim state in 1940. 

The demand was rooted in the understanding that could only a territory, government 

and state of their own could protect Indian Muslims’ interests (Powers, 2010: 294). 

As a result, national identities were defined using religion. Pakistan became ‘Muslim’ 

by the nature of its inception while India antithetically followed a secular doctrine.  

 

While other states that were transferred to Pakistan such as Sind, Baluchistan, 

Northwest Frontier Province were overwhelmingly Muslim, Punjab and Bengal were 

more religiously divided. 54% of Bengal’s population and 57% of Punjab’s 

population was Muslim, necessitating the partition of the two states. According to the 

official explanation, this resulted in an exchange of the Hindu and Muslim 

populations to end up at the ‘right’ side of the Partition lines. The Partition in Bengal 

was more straightforward than in Punjab as the ethnic distribution was more 

homogeneous, allowing Muslim-majority regions to be carved out more easily. 

Nevertheless, a sizeable minority of Hindus in East Bengal and Muslims in West 

Bengal migrated across the border after the partition lines were drawn. Also, Muslims 

from other parts of India migrated into East Pakistan. According to the official 

discourse, those who chose to stay in India were eventually forced to leave due to the 

threat of recurring anti-Muslim violence such as murder, arson and rape. The riots 

occurring in different parts of India between 1947 and 1948 left over one million dead 
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and created more than 15 million refugees (Khalifi, 1998: 343). The migration of 

populations into their ‘rightful’ states further entrenched the resentment between the 

Hindus and Muslims.  

 

As it is evident, the official narrative behind the Partition of British India 

explains migration to be forced, as a form of collateral damage amidst the birth of two 

nations. This narrative focus on refugees is often taken for granted by elites in the 

resultant countries. It also permeates commonsensical understandings of Indian, 

Pakistani and Bangladeshi national identities through political rhetoric, schools and 

popular culture (Sinha-Kerkhoff, 2004: 114-116). However, this is a problematic 

account of Partition-related migration into Pakistan. Firstly, scholars tend to 

exclusively focus on Punjab and West Pakistan instead of Bengal. More importantly, 

violence is assumed to have occurred at similar levels in all parts of colonial India. On 

the contrary, communal violence was much more frequent and severe in Punjab than 

in Bengal. Thereby, the hegemonic explanation of Hindu-Muslim communalism is 

less applicable to the Bengali context. In the next section, I explore alternate 

explanations of Partition-related Muslim migration into East Bengal.  
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Alternate Factors  

Economic Explanations 

 

Firstly, the 1947 Partition created the possibility of addressing deep-rooted 

economic and social inequalities in Bengal through migration, regardless of their 

religion. A great source of historical resentment in Bengal in the 1940s was towards 

upper-class elite landlords, also known as zamindars. The zamindars were 

subordinate to the colonial British but had a special relationship allowing some to 

own land while others occupied prestigious positions in the government. The Bengali 

zamindars were also moneylenders, which resulted in them acquiring lands from 

peasants who were unable to pay their debts. In this process, many zamindars became 

wealthy at the expense of the poor. An important point to note is that both zamindars 

and peasants were not exclusively Hindu or Muslim.  

 

In fact, both Hindu and Muslim farmers who felt exploited took part in riots 

against the zamindars from the 1850s (Bhattacharya, 1977: 14).  Finally, 1950 State 

Acquisition Act abolished the zamindar system in East Pakistan; after that all lands 

were under the newly democratic government. The Act was seen to redress centuries’ 

worth of class oppression in Bengal and incentivised migration into East Pakistan. 

Consequently, land-swapping initiatives allowed middle and upper class migrants to 

own lands once owned by the zamindari landlords (Rahman and van Schendel, 2003: 

572). Many Muslims migrants expected a better life in Pakistan due to these 

initiatives. The example of the clashes between the zamindars and peasants challenges 

the official discourse on Partition to show that the Hindus and Muslims were not 

monolithic groups in Bengal. Neither was the resentment between Hindus and 



	   6	  

Muslims necessarily absolute. Class differences mattered in not just in Hindu-Muslim 

historical patterns of interaction but also in the decisions to leave homes to live across 

the border. 

 

Furthermore, one group of migrants neglected by the official Partition 

discourse almost entirely neglected by the official discourse was the Government 

servants. Muslim migration into East Pakistan was not a one-off event; there were 

multiple waves of migration leading into the 1960’s with peaks and lows. This 

migration contrasts with the Muslim migration along the Punjab border, most of 

which occurred in 1947. The first wave of migrants to East Pakistan comprised 

bureaucrats who had been employed by the colonial state. They had been given the 

option by the colonial government to choose whether they would continue work in 

Pakistan or in India, based on availability. One such bureaucrat said in his interview 

that his migration “had nothing to do with riots or life threats; we migrated simply 

because of the job. The job was here, so we had to come here and settle” (Rahman 

and van Schendel, 2003: 562). These elites were neither fleeing persecution nor was 

their Muslim identity part of the calculus for migration. Instead, moving out of India 

to East Pakistan allowed them to retain their old jobs while gaining a more integrated 

social network as well as reduced competition, which allowed quicker job promotions 

(Dasgupta: 2010, 357). Some bureaucrats were not given their choices while others 

chose cities they believed would become part of India but were assigned to Pakistan 

instead (Rahman and van Schendel, 2003: 563). Even though these government 

servants constitute a smaller population of migrants than the refugees, they acted on 

the assumption that Partition was uncertain or temporary. Thus, their decisions were 

often rooted in economic pragmatism. This motivation is reflected in the following 
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waves of early Muslim migrants, who had similar motivations for migrating into East 

Pakistan. 

 

 

Outside of government service, the Partition created a large number and 

variety of jobs that spurred Muslim migration into East Bengal. Caste divisions and 

its accompanying system of privileges required the Hindus to specialise in some jobs 

sectors. Less privileged Hindu sub-castes hereditarily occupied low-skilled jobs such 

as commercial vegetable cultivation while higher castes specialised in banking, law 

and medicine (Ahmed, 2004: 134). The emigration of most Hindus resulted in the 

near disappearance of these occupational groups, opening up a wide variety of jobs 

that were traditionally not open to Muslims in Bengal. With Hindus mostly out of the 

equation, competition for other jobs was also reduced. Many lower-class Muslims 

unaffected by communal violence did not support the Muslim League’s bid for a 

separate Muslim homeland (Sinha-Kerkhoff, 2004: 127). The official discourse 

ultimately focuses on the plight of Muslim refugees forced out of India, as well as 

Muslims who were invested in the creation of a Muslim homeland. However, many 

Muslim migrants who sought better economic prospects did not fit into these molds. 

Some Muslims were disillusioned by the freedom struggle while others were secular-

minded Muslims who simply wanted to lead better lives (Fraser, 2003: 5). The 

example of new job prospects and labour markets shows how Muslim migrants in 

East Pakistan were a much more diverse group with divergent interests.  
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Finally, a last important group is of temporary or seasonal migrants whose 

livelihoods were dependent on their migration. The colonial government drew the 

Partition lines hastily in 1947. While any border demarcation was bound to be 

controversial and contested, the Partition lines often split houses and farmlands into 

two. Also, East and West Bengal had a mutually beneficial economic relationship 

before Partition. East Bengal supplied agricultural goods demanded by the West while 

West Bengal produced manufactured goods consumed by the East (Rogaly, 2003: 

626). Despite the politics of the Partition, economic ties between the two halves 

continued even after the Partition. Before passports regulating legal migration 

between India and Pakistan were introduced in 1952, the border between East and 

West Pakistan was much more porous than the Punjab border (Ghosh, 2011; 50). The 

Punjab border was highly securitised to monitor violence and regulate border flows. 

Temporary Muslim migrants who resided on one side of the border made use of the 

weak border security to move to the other side during harvest seasons or for trade 

purposes. The example of temporary migrants explains that migration into East 

Pakistan was not necessarily permanent, it was often temporary and in response to 

market fluctuations. 

 

 

Thus, it is clear that economic factors played a role in the migration of 

Muslims to East Pakistan. At this point, I clarify that economic and class differences 

did often map onto religious differences due to the systemic economic discrimination 

of Muslim minorities in British India. Economic reasons for motivation, while not 

necessarily driven by anti-Hindu hatred or violence, often aimed to overturn the 

system of Hindu privilege. However, the migration movement sparked by Partition 
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failed to create the expected economic opportunities. Instead, a new system of 

economic organization privileging the Urdu-speaking Muslims in the West was 

created. These sharpening economic divisions within the Muslim community spurred 

new migration movements out of East Pakistan and dissuaded subsequent waves of 

migration into East Pakistan (Shah, 1994: 223). This shows that even though 

economic and religious motivations for migration cannot entirely be delinked, 

economic reasons could transcend or even be counter-intuitive to religious reasons. 

 

 

Regional Identity Explanations 

 

The assumption of the official discourse on Indian partition is that Hindu and 

Muslim identities superseded other identities, resulting in the creation of Pakistan and 

the migration of people. The last section illustrated how economic prospects often 

challenged or in the least, complicated the motivations for Muslim migration. 

However, other forms of identity gained salience in the Muslim migration into east 

Bengal. Regional identity operated alongside economic motivations. Both these 

reasons can better illuminate the nuanced considerations of Muslims immigrating to 

East Bengal that cannot be elucidated with a reductionist narrative of Hindu-Muslim 

divide.  More importantly, the Bengali, Bihari and other regional identities further 

explain how Hindu-Muslim relations in Bengal were different from in Punjab, why 

there was less violence in Bengal and why the East-West Bengal border was more 

porous than in Punjab. 
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The Bengali identity shows how historical patterns of Hindu-Muslim 

interaction in Bengal were starkly different than in the other major site of Partition 

migration, Punjab. Bengal is an old district, its geography preceding British India by a 

few centuries. Unlike the Hindus and Muslims in Punjab, both Hindu and Muslim 

Bengalis share the same Bengali language. A common Bengali language also entails a 

shared oral history, folklore, cultural songs, performing arts and literature (Fraser: 

2008, 6). An important aspect of the Bengali identity is that of Bengali nationalism, 

which had both Hindu and Muslim roots.  The nationalist movement alarmed the 

British who partitioned the state along religious lines for the first time from 1905 to 

1911 for administrative reasons (Chatterjee, 1999: 113). The communalization of 

politics in the years preceding Partition resulted in religious identities temporarily 

overshadowing the Bengali identity. Despite occasional violence between the two 

religious groups since Britain’s divide-and-rule policy, Bengal’s Hindus and Muslims 

had lived under relatively greater religious and social pluralism than in Punjab (Roy, 

2009). The anti-Hindu sentiment was more prominent among elites than ordinary 

Muslims, who often had close ties with their Hindu neighbours and friends. The 

common identity of Muslim and Hindu Bengalis mitigated communal tensions on the 

grassroots level. 

 

The importance of Bengali identity resurfaced with the 1952 Language 

Movement, which further fragmented Muslims along ethno-linguistic lines. This 

again stresses that Muslims in Bengal after Partition-led migration were not a 

monolithic group. As mentioned in the previous section, early migrants into East 

Pakistan were elites holding bureaucratic authority. These elite migrants spoke in 

Urdu while majority of both native and migrant Bengalis were low skilled and 
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impoverished. Bengalis constituted more than half of Pakistan’s population in 1947 

and were the majority ethnic group in Pakistan. Despite Bengali being the majority 

language and Urdu-speakers only constituting 3% of the population, Urdu was 

adopted as the national language of Pakistan (Khalidi, 1998: 346). This further 

benefitted West Pakistan in terms of employment, education and administrative power 

(Fraser, 2008: 6). This led to fragmentation among the Bengali Muslims and non-

Bengali Muslims. The Bengalis challenged the economic and political dominance 

with language movements.  The 1948 and 1952 Language Movement demanded 

representation of the Bengali language and culture in Pakistan. These movements 

were precursors to the 1971 Liberation War, where East Pakistan became the new 

modern nation-sate of Bangladesh (Rahman: 1997, 833). Thus, it is evident that the 

political position of Bengali identity was constantly negotiated, gradually superseding 

Muslim identity in East Bengal. Also, Bengali disenfranchisement also adversely 

challenged the ability of non-Bengali Muslims to integrate into East Pakistan. 

 

Another essential regional identity is that of Bihari Muslims, which also 

shaped motivations and patterns of migration. Though Muslims migrating into East 

Pakistan were from diverse parts of India, one of which is Bihar. Bihar is a state that 

experienced sporadic but severe Hindu-Muslim violence during the months leading 

up to Partition, which drove Bihari Muslim migration into East Pakistan (Sinha-

Kerkhoff, 127). Many were elites who wished to go to Karachi, then the capital of 

Pakistan and seat of power in West Pakistan. Majority of Karachi’s population spoke 

Urdu and were from ethnically similar groups. However, Karachi was getting 

overcrowded and West Pakistan only allowed the entry of elites who were ‘useful’ to 

building a new nation. Since entering West Pakistan through Punjab was increasingly 
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difficult, many Biharis opted to reach Karachi through West Bengal since the Bengal 

border was easier to cross. Trains to Karachi from East Pakistan were also less 

heavily monitored since they were within the same country. However, Biharis in East 

Pakistan were resented as they were often conflated with elites and non-Bengalis 

(Rahman and van Schendel, 2003: 567). As a result, more migrants from Bihar 

expected their migration to East Pakistan to be temporary. Unfortunately, over half of 

the Bihari migrants caught in the 1971 Liberation War and became stateless refugees 

in Bangladesh since Pakistan’s new capital, Islamabad, refused to accept them 

(Khalidi, 1998: 576). Even though the migration out of Bihar was due to communal 

violence, the motivation of Biharis to reach Karachi and the temporary nature of 

migration to East Pakistan was rooted in the Bihari identity. Thus, Bihari migration 

further complicates the official narrative; it demonstrates the limits of the dominant 

communal violence explanation even in cities experiencing major violence. 

 

  

A final group of migrants whose regional identity is mostly neglected is that of 

Muslims from various eastern Indian cities who did not cross borders. As previously 

mentioned, the Bengal border was hastily drawn in 1947. Consequently, many 

Muslims who expected their destination cities such as Jharkhand to become part of 

Pakistan unexpectedly ended up on the Indian side of the border. Even though 

scholars categorise these people as internally displaced, the people fully expected to 

become citizens of Pakistan. Thus, I have included them in my analysis of migrants. 

While the East-West Bengal border has changed significantly since Partition, many of 

these cities continue to remain part of India (van Schendel, 2004: 68). After Partition 



	   13	  

lines were drawn, millions of these refugees and voluntary migrants decided to stay in 

India.  

 

The reasons are based on both identity and economics. Many had entirely 

abandoned their property and belongings to migrate to Pakistan and therefore had 

limited financial resources to cross the border again. Also, many consider East 

Pakistan’s Bengali culture and language to be too foreign, preferring to stay closer to 

their ancestral homes (Sinha-Kerkhoff: 2004, 127-129). Hence, regional identity has 

preceded national and religious identity. It was part of the calculus of Muslims who 

had to decide whether to stay in India or leave for Pakistan. 

 

Implications  

 

The case study on Muslim migration into East Pakistan shows that Partition-

related migration was not necessarily motivated by anti-Hindu sentiment nor forced 

by communal violence. Nevertheless, I suggest that the persistence of using religion 

to explain Partition migration is a strategic political move. It serves to reduce complex 

identities and motivations into simple religious ones. Furthermore, it is easier to 

politically mobilise these religious communities with a broad shared identity and 

history. 

 

Firstly, we have seen that Partition is the foundational to the formation of three 

contemporary nation-states: India, Pakistan ad Bangladesh. The element of religious 

violence in Partition and migration movements is crucial to the national identity of all 

three countries. Pakistan was created as a Muslim nation and the legacy of religious 



	   14	  

violence justified Pakistan’s turn towards fundamentalism in later years (Kamal, 

2011: 97). Even though India is doctrinally secular, it was founded upon an anti-

Pakistan ideology and Indian politics is increasingly appealing to Hindu voters 

(Sinha-Kerkhoff, 2004: 117). Even though Bangladesh was founded on ethno-

linguistic principles, the resultant population remained to be majority Muslim since 

Partition solidified Hindu-Muslim divisions. Acrimonious diplomatic ties between 

Pakistan and India are also rooted in religious differences. The dominant narrative of 

communal violence is used to assign blame to the other countries in perpetuating 

violence. Furthermore, the solidarity of citizens in the face of Partition violence marks 

the country’s struggles and fosters national unity.  

 

At the same time, an appeal to Hindu and Muslim identities marginalises other 

identities such as caste difference, Bengali identity and class differences marginalised 

by Hindu and Muslim identities. In this essay, I examined how the mobilization of 

Bengali nationalism was suppressed by the discourse of Muslim unity. The Sikhs, a 

significant minority in Punjab, also complicate the story of Partition migration. Other 

identity movements were similarly suppressed such as that of lower Hindu castes 

fighting for equal treatment and tribal peoples who wanted separate states. Whether 

intentional or not, the voices of these people were entirely sidelined by the narrative 

of Hindu-Muslim violence. The interests of these marginalised people are 

increasingly manifested through insurgent movements in both India and Pakistan that 

still continue to exist (Baruah, 2005: 77). Furthermore, the dominant discourse on 

Partition migration completely elides the perspectives of refugees and migrants who 

stayed or ended up in the ‘wrong side’ of Partition. The dominant discourse has 
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rendered such sub-identities to be relatively insignificant by the fixation on Hindu and 

Muslim identities.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

My essay has challenged the taken-for-granted story of Partition-led migration as 

simply an exchange between Hindu and Muslim populations. Also, Partition is 

usually seen as a clash of ideologies rather than as a mass migration movement. A 

critical analysis of the migration movements into Pakistan shows that the cumulative 

story of individual immigrants does not neatly add up to the official narrative.  

However, these neglected human stories of the Partition cannot be written off as 

unimportant anomalies. The focus on people rather than nations humanises the 

scholarship on Partition and shows how Partition was much more than a political 

move - it dramatically impacted millions of lives. By disagreeing with the official 

discourse, these stories have also become a site to contest national foundational 

myths. While my essay focused on Muslim migration into East Pakistan, the 

migration movements of Hindus and other groups can provide a fuller understanding 

of migration spurred by Partition. 

 

Furthermore, Partition was not only the story of Punjab but also about 

Bangladesh. I have used economic and identity explanations to show that accounts of 

communal violence throughout India and Hindu-Muslim relations as irrevocably 

fractured are often overstated. From the specific case study of Muslim migration into 

East Pakistan, it is evident that Muslims were not single-minded in their reasons for 
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migration. I wish to clarify that my argument does not deny that flagrant Muslim-

Hindu tensions existed and were often violent. Instead, my argument dispels the 

notion that communal violence was the only reason for migration. Multiple complex 

reasons were involved in decisions of individuals and families to migrate, which 

cannot be reduced to religion alone. Violence was often more widespread in some 

regions like Punjab more than others such as Bengal. In Bengal, economic and 

regional factors have a more compelling explanatory power, providing a more 

nuanced understanding of the motivation for Muslim migration.  

 

Most importantly, the official discourse on Partition is entrenched in the 

‘othering’ of minority religions in contemporary India, Pakistan and Bangladesh.  

Myths and notions surrounding Partition continue to inform commonsensical 

understandings and popular stereotypes of the citizens of these countries. Instead of 

the official discourse that focuses on elite rhetoric, the lens of migration lends agency 

and importance to the masses. Changing the way in which scholars and citizens 

conceive their history can reshape how people of different religions and nationalities 

in South Asia think of each other. Thus, on a macro level, changing the way we think 

about the past and change the future by advancing meaningful inter-religious 

relations. Such a paradigm shift in thinking is especially important in light of the rise 

of religious fundamentalism in South Asia. 

 

(3943 words) 
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