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Abstract

Historians of the Indian Partition focus on the permit systems the governments of India and
Pakistan put in place to stem refugee entry and prevent the return of evacuees. However, the
prevention of exit became, alongside non-entrée and the prevention of return, part of an offi-
cial strategy of immobility in South Asia directed atmarginalized castes. At Partition, Pakistan
saw the labour of ‘non-Muslim’ marginalized castes as essential to its national wealth. It
believed it had to retain them at all costs. On the other side of the border, the article discusses
the Indian government’s laggardly, and often indifferent, response to the struggles of caste-
oppressed groups trying to migrate to India. The article builds on scholarship on mobility
capital and partial citizenship in the aftermath of Partition to argue that with the preven-
tion of exit, citizenship incorporated an imposed nationalization that embodied the status of
marginalized castes as more than a minority and produced a form of bonded citizenship.
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Introduction

In October 1949, a steamer carrying caste Hindus and marginalized castes was about
to set sail for India from Karachi when Pakistani police stopped it from leaving and
detained approximately 200 people. The detained included labourers such as cob-
blers and ‘sweepers’ (workers who wielded brooms and handled dry solid and human
waste—essentially sanitation labourers).1 At that time, an Essential Services Ordinance
was in place that classified sweepers as providing essential services.2 In this instance,
the Indian High Commission in Karachi used this Ordinance to secure the release of
all the detainees, except for six who were sweepers. In the wake of this incident in

1Haris Gazdar andHussain BuxMallah, ‘TraditionalMunicipal Sweepers in Faisalabad and Karachi’, LSE
Cities Working Papers Research Strand 03: Urban Governance and Institutional Framework, 9 September
2022.

2The Pakistan government resurrected the colonial-era Essential Services (Maintenance) Ordinance of
1941 in 1947.
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which most of the 200 detained were allowed to leave Pakistan, the national govern-
ment rapidly amended the Essential Services Ordinance to include other categories of
labourers to block future departures of this kind.3 The amendedOrdinance also allowed
the government to ban trade unions and forbade agricultural workers from forming
unions.4

This article focuses on Sindh province, particularly Karachi, which was its capi-
tal before Partition and the capital of Pakistan in 1947. A mixture of communities
inhabited Karachi—colonial Karachi’s merchant communities included Sindhi Hindu
Bhaibands and Shikarpuris, Europeans, Parsis, Ismaili Khojas, Jewish traders, Gujarati
banias, and Kutchi Memons. Sindhi Muslims from various clans constituted themajor-
ity of the provincial governing class at the time of Partition. The growing port city was
also home to migrant labourers from all over the subcontinent with widely varying
linguistic, cultural, caste, and religious backgrounds, including migrant Dalit labour.5

Partition did not divide the regions of Sindh and Uttar Pradesh. Yet, these
regions were crucial sites of refugee movement, shaping conceptions of the status of
minorities and citizenship.6 As a result of Partition, many people in caste-oppressed
groups, which included sanitation workers and agriculturists, were stuck in Sindh and
appealed to the Indian government to be allowed to leave Pakistan and enter India.
Questions about where these groups belonged andwhether India would facilitate their
evacuation were ‘under consideration’ for the whole of 1948 and 1949, as different
Indian ministries continued to receive but dither over their appeals for help. This is
not to suggest that marginalized caste groups who wanted to migrate did not ever
succeed (many did cross the border),7 but the available archival record is patchy, so
we do not know for certain how many left Sindh, how many returned, and how many
people Pakistan was able to stop as they tried to leave. What the evidence does show
is that some were forced to stay behind. They are the subject of this article. The caste-
oppressed groups attempting to exit Sindhwere left to fend for themselves. Thosewho

3Gopalaswami Ayyangar, Minister of Transport, to the Ministry of External Affairs, 27 October 1949,
(Top Secret), Ministry of External Affairs and Commonwealth Relations, File No. F.F. 19-9\48-Pak-I,
National Archives of India (henceforth NAI). I have not been able to obtain more details about the people
on the ship.

4Christophe Jaffrelot, The Pakistan Paradox: Instability and Resilience, (trans.) Cynthia Schoh (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2015), p. 427.

5E. H. Aitken, Gazetteer of the Province of Sind (Karachi: Mercantile Steam Press, 1907), p. 386; T. R. Metcalf
and S. B. Freitag, ‘Karachi’s Early Merchant Families: Entrepreneurship and Community’, in The Rise and

Growth of the Colonial Port Cities in Asia, (ed.) D. K. Basu (Berkeley, CA: University of California, Berkeley,
Center for South and Southeast Asia Studies, 1985), pp. 55–59; Claude Markovits, The Global World of

IndianMerchants, 1750–1947: Traders of Sind from Bukhara to Panama (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2000), pp. 54–55; Sheetal Chhabria, ‘Citing the Poor: Commercial Sovereignty and Capitalist Integration in
Colonial Karachi’, Journal of Urban History, vol. 45, no. 5, 2019, pp. 987–1005; Sarah Ansari, ‘Identity Politics
and Nation-Building in Pakistan: The Case of Sindhi Nationalism’, in State and Nation-Building in Pakistan:

Beyond Islam and Security, (eds) Roger D. Long et al. (New York: Routledge, 2016).
6Sarah Ansari and William Gould, Boundaries of Belonging: Localities, Citizenship and Rights in India and

Pakistan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020).
7Fortnightly Reports from the High Commissioner for India in Pakistan, Ministry of External Affairs,

Pakistan I Section, File No. F.2-6/48 Pak. I, NAI; ‘Harijan and Other Refugees from Sind in Saurashtra’, File
No. 6(5)-(R)-/49, NAI.
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continue to cross the border from Sindh to India in the present still fight protracted
and difficult battles for citizenship and welfare rights.8

Historians of the South Asian Partition have chiefly understood it as involving the
mass movement of people across international borders and in terms of their condi-
tions of departure and reception. As Ravinder Kaur argues, in dominant upper caste
Partition narratives, the archetypal Partition refugee is produced through the act of
displacement and their religious identity. Mainstream narratives elide caste in expe-
riences of migration and segregated resettlement schemes.9 The ‘master narrative’
of Partition historiography followed suit, omitting ‘untouchable’ accounts.10 More
recent studies on migration and resettlement after Partition have highlighted how
social class, gender, and caste mediated modes of travel and official ‘rehabilitation’
schemes,11 and shown how post-Partition permit and citizenship regimes shaped the
category of ‘minority-citizen’ that emerged out of mass migration.12 The literature on
Karachi in the aftermath of Partition has concentrated on the immigration into the
city of hundreds of thousands of Muslim refugees from India, the emigration of Hindu
refugees from Sindh, and how these migrations helped define citizenship and provin-
cial nationality in Pakistan.13 This article takes a novel approach in shifting the focus
from immigration to emigration control, as Pakistan’s new government decided to
throttle the movement of caste-oppressed labourers and agriculturalists from Karachi
and rural Sindh while simultaneously threatening their job security. I also examine
the response to their petitions for evacuation in India, where they received a less
than lukewarm response. Building on B. R. Ambedkar’s contention that marginalized
castes were ‘more than a minority’14 and Joya Chatterji’s work on ‘mobility capital’,
immobility, and ‘stuckness’ in the aftermath of Partition15 as well as her suggestion

8Natasha Raheja, ‘FromMinority toMajority: Pakistani Hindu Claims to Indian Citizenship’, PhD thesis,
New York University, 2018.

9Ravinder Kaur, ‘Narrative Absence: An “Untouchable” Account of Partition Migration’, Contributions
to Indian Sociology, vol. 42, no. 2, 2008, p. 282, and elsewhere.

10Ibid., pp. 285–288.
11Kaur, ‘Narrative Absence’; Joya Chatterji, The Spoils of Partition: Bengal and India, 1947–1967 (Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 2007); Ravinder Kaur, Since 1947: Partition Narratives Among Punjabi Migrants of

Delhi (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2007); Uditi Sen, Citizen Refugee: Forging the Indian Nation after Partition
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018).

12Joya Chatterji, ‘South Asian Histories of Citizenship, 1946–1970’, Historical Journal, vol. 55, no. 4, 2012,
pp. 1049–1071; Vazira Fazila-Yacoobali Zamindar, The Long Partition and the Making of Modern South Asia:

Refugees, Boundaries, Histories (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007); Niraja Gopal Jayal, Citizenship
and Its Discontents: An Indian History (Harvard: Harvard University Press, 2013).

13Sarah Ansari, Life After Partition; Migration, Community and Strife in Sindh, 1947–1962 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press 2005); Nandita Bhavnani, The Making of Exile: Sindhi Hindus and the Partition of India (New
Delhi: Tranquebar, 2014); Zamindar, The Long Partition, pp. 45–76, and elsewhere.

14Bhimrao Ambedkar, States and Minorities: What are Their Rights and How to Secure them in the Constitution

of Free India: Memorandum on the Safeguards for the Scheduled Castes Submitted to the Constituent Assembly on

Behalf of the All India Scheduled Castes Federation, 1947, available at: https://drambedkar.co.in/wp-content/
uploads/books/category2/11states-and-minorities.pdf, [accessed 24 February 2025].

15Joya Chatterji, ‘Dispositions and Destinations: Refugee Agency and “Mobility Capital” in the Bengal
Diaspora, 1947–2007’, Comparative Studies in Society and History, vol. 55, no. 2, 2013, pp. 273–304; J. Chatterji,
‘On Being Stuck in Bengal: Immobility in the “Age of Migration”’, Modern Asian Studies, vol. 51, no. 2,
2017, pp. 511–541; Claire Alexander, Joya Chatterji and Annu Jalais, The Bengal Diaspora: Rethinking Muslim

Migration (London: Routledge, 2017).
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that minorities in South Asia occupied a distinctly inegalitarian legal category of
‘partial’ citizenship,16 I argue that the prevention of exit produced a forced or ‘bonded’
citizenship for caste-oppressed groups.

Chatterji contends that ‘bundles’ of ‘mobility capital’, consisting of predispositions,
assets, resources, and competences, frequently derived from family and community
histories ofmobility, determined the paths of thosemigrating, how far andwhere they
chose to go, and whether they stayed on or were stuck. Someminorities travelled only
a short distance while others stayed on because of disability, duties of care, or other
obligations. Gender, age, and caste shaped mobility. The mobility capital of the poor
and those with low social status was limited. Some were reluctant to migrate, could
not consider moving at all, or were only able to cross international borders long after
Partition.17 The marginalized castes in this article did not possess sufficient educa-
tion, professional connections, capital assets, or robust enough networks—even if, as
this article shows, they did possess ‘contacts’ and tried to make use of them—to help
facilitate their evacuation from Pakistan.

At Partition, South Asian religious minorities emerged as a distinct legal category.
They endured a peculiar form of citizenship Chatterji calls ‘partial citizenship’ as India
and Pakistan removed minorities’ right to property and deprived them of their free-
dom of mobility and return. Who moved where and on what date dictated the formal
entitlement to citizenship in India and Pakistan. Pakistan drafted its citizenship laws in
1951 and 1952, and India introduced its CitizenshipAct in 1955. India denied citizenship
to anyone who had ever immigrated to or resided in Pakistan, and took this trajectory
to prevent the return ofMuslim evacuees.18 Similarly, Pakistan began to halt the return
of Hindu and Sikh evacuees.19 Both countries retreated from their initial commitments
to protect the evacuee property of minorities as refugees occupied it and refused to
vacate it. 20 Chatterji argues that the power of India and Pakistan over their minorities
exceeded their sovereignty over ‘ordinary’ citizens.21 South Asian minorities ‘have a
form of citizenship which is profoundly inflexible’, inflicting on them a unique form
of immobility.22

From the perspective of oppressor caste-Hindus, Dalits (whom upper castes assign
to the lowest rung of the caste hierarchy) have a ‘partial internality’ to Hinduism.23

They are, as Charu Gupta explains, ‘both outside and within the pale of Hinduism:
outside in that they were denied all the privileges of caste Hindus; within in the
sense that their labor was essential for the maintenance of social structures’.24 South

16Chatterji, ‘South Asian Histories of Citizenship’.
17Chatterji, ‘Dispositions and Destinations’, pp. 273–304; Chatterji, ‘On Being Stuck in Bengal’,

pp. 511–541; Alexander et al., The Bengal Diaspora.
18Chatterji, ‘South Asian Histories of Citizenship’.
19Ali UsmanQasmi, Qaum,Mulk, Sultanat: Citizenship andNational Belonging in Pakistan (Stanford: Stanford

University Press, 2024), pp. 52–54.
20Chatterji, ‘South Asian Histories of Citizenship’.
21Ibid., pp. 1066–1070.
22Ibid., p. 1070.
23Joel Lee, Deceptive Majority: Dalits, Hinduism, and Underground Religion (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 2021), p. 37.
24Charu Gupta, The Gender of Caste: Representing Dalits in Print (Seattle and London: University of

Washington Press, 2016), p. 44.
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Asian Muslims also adopt the social hierarchies of caste, leaving the most condemned
occupations, such as sanitation labour, to marginalized caste Christians and Hindus
and specific Muslim communities.25 In B. R. Ambedkar’s analysis of the status of
minorities and who constituted a minority for the Indian Constituent Assembly, he
described the marginalized castes as ‘more than a minority’ reflecting his belief that
the social and economic discrimination and deprivation imposed on caste-oppressed
groups required them to have special safeguards over and above those provided for
otherminorities.26 At the time of Partition, Dalits and othermarginalized caste groups
attempting to move across the border from Pakistan to India experienced an upper-
caste-inflicted immobilizing partial citizenship not only as religious minorities. They
suffered the ignominy of occupying both the status of a ‘non-Muslim’ religious minor-
ity, as well as the additional humiliations of an upper-caste-inflicted lowered social
status, which made their position more precarious than that of other ‘non-Muslims’
who were also struggling with the upheavals wrought by Partition.

I discuss the status of two large and heterogeneous categories ofmarginalized caste
groups. The first are Dalits, who worked as sanitation labourers, and the second are
agriculturalists. ‘Bonded labour’ is generally used as a descriptor for forced labour.
The vast majority of bonded labourers are from caste-oppressed groups. I use ‘bonded’
here to describe citizenship in the context of the marginalized castes forced to stay
in Sindh as they were compelled to continue labouring in jobs they wanted to leave.
Their inability to leave bound them to citizenship of Pakistan. Extending Chatterji’s
arguments aboutmobility capital and Partition producing a form of partial citizenship
for religious minorities and taking account of Ambedkar’s analysis of caste-oppressed
groups constituting ‘more than aminority’, this article argues that ‘partial citizenship’
incorporated the perpetual political allegiance of ‘non-Muslim’ marginalized-caste
groups, in this case, intending to evacuate but forced to stay behind.27 The binding
of the labour of minority marginalized caste groups to Pakistan and their enforced
immobilization and nationalization produced a form of not only partial but bonded
citizenship.

Some of the marginalized caste refugees, notably Dalits, identified themselves as
Indian nationals as they or their families had migrated to Sindh from other parts of
India. India and Pakistan placed religious minorities in a state of flux during the time
it took to craft their citizenship laws, but, as this article will show, they decided the
nationality ofmarginalized castes stuck in Pakistan at an early stage: Pakistan by refus-
ing to let them emigrate, and India by its insufficient response to their pleas for help to
evacuate. The prevention of exit and the imposition of nationality took away the pos-
sibility not only for marginalized castes to withdraw their labour and leave Pakistan
but also to ‘withdraw from its political constituency’.28

25Imtiaz Ahmad (ed)., Caste and Social Stratification Among Muslims in India (New Delhi: Manohar, 1973);
Imtiaz Ahmad, ‘The Ashraf-Ajlaf Dichotomy inMuslim Social Structure in India’, Indian Economic and Social

History Review, vol. 3, no. 3, 1966, pp. 268–278; Gazdar and Mallah, ‘Traditional Municipal Sweepers’.
26Ambedkar, States and Minorities.
27On the historical conception of the right to leave and ‘perpetual allegiance’ in the European and

American contexts, see Jane McAdam, ‘An Intellectual History of Freedom of Movement in International
Law: The Right to Leave as a Personal Liberty’, in Refugees and Rights, (ed.) Mary Crock (London: Routledge,
2015).

28Ibid, p. 12.
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This article’s use of terms to designate castes is provisional and tentative.29 Where
the primary sources mention terms that marginalized castes reject today, such as
the Gandhian ‘Harijan’, I have indicated that this is the case. Where a person uses a
pejorative term—such as ‘Bhangi’—for self-description, I have retained it. The peo-
ple in this story did not use the term ‘Dalit’ (literally: broken, scattered, crushed).
Since then, it has come into use to describe, affirm, and assert a political, religious,
social, and cultural identity, albeit not without contestation. I use Dalit to mean the
set of ‘untouchable’ castes involved in sanitation labour. I also use the term ‘Scheduled
Castes’ (previously categorized as ‘Depressed Classes’), an official category that the
governments of India and Pakistan use to categorize marginalized castes.

‘Citizenship’ indicates the nation in which a person possesses a bundle of status,
rights, and responsibilities, and the relationship between the individual and the state
and among fellow citizens. ‘Nationality’ establishes a legal relationship of belonging
with a particular country and establishes membership of a particular state vis-à-vis
other states. In this article, I use them interchangeably.

The ‘right to leave’ and exit control in the global context

States decide who can claim citizenship within their territory and, from the point of
view of social contract theory, assume the tacit consent of citizens who automatically
gain it. An element of compulsion in legal citizenship is implicit under the prevailing
international political order. As far back as the seventeenth century, social contract
theorists Hobbes and Locke considered how and when one could leave a state. For
Hobbes, the sovereign had the absolute authority to include citizens,30 whereas, for
Locke, ‘the right to expatriate oneself was amanifestation of self-governance and indi-
vidual self-determination’.31 More recently, scholars of international law and human
rights have considered the ‘right to leave’ as part of the right to freedom ofmovement,
and that there is a relationship between the right to leave and the right to liberty and
freedom of association.32 Caste-oppressed groups have already historically operated
with these freedoms severely reduced. And, as Hume pointed out some centuries ago,
the choice of the poor to leave is often non-existent; therefore, even the idea of tacit
consent to the governing political authority to control movement cannot be real.33

While it may be helpful to consider the range of political deprivations that may be
imposed by the denial of the right to emigrate in the modern world, the focus on
individual liberty and a state’s right to implement emigration and immigration restric-
tions do not capture the social structures that may dictate where a person is stuck and
subject to forceful political assimilation.

Empire states attempted to prevent exit in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
but modern nation-states are more successful in sealing borders to block legal entry

29Here, I take a cue from Lee, Deceptive Majority, pp. 17–18.
30Maximilian Jaede, ‘Hobbes on the Making and Unmaking of Citizens’, Critical Review of International

Social and Political Philosophy, vol. 19, no. 1, 2016, pp. 86–102.
31McAdam, ‘An Intellectual History of Freedom of Movement’, p. 13.
32José D. Ingles, ‘Study of Discrimination in Respect of the Right of Everyone to Leave Any Country,

Including His Own, and to Return to His Country’, United Nations, 1967, cited in McAdam, ‘An Intellectual
History of Freedom of Movement’, p. 32, fn. 65.

33P. F. Brownsey, ‘Hume and the Social Contract’, The Philosophical Quarterly, vol. 28, no. 111, 1978,
pp. 134–135.
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and exit.34 Different states experimented with regulating and prohibiting departures
in the post-SecondWorldWar (Sartre’s play No Exitwas also first performed in 1944).35

Although Article 13 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights recognized the right
of a person ‘to leave any country, including his own, and to return to his country’
in 1948,36 various countries recognized this as a limited right. They saw ‘outstand-
ing obligations with regard to national service, tax liabilities or voluntarily contracted
obligations as some of the circumstances binding the individual to the Government’.37

The Soviet Union instituted strict emigration controls, and from the late 1940s, emi-
gration restrictions and no-exit policies were common as part of Cold War migration
restrictions in Eastern Bloc countries such as East Germany, but they were also some-
times applied in the United States.38 Issuing a passport was an exception that required
extensive justification.39 Often, the same countries involved in holding people cap-
tive were implicated in the expulsion of millions from their homelands ‘directly or
indirectly’.40 If a person managed to ‘illegally’ migrate abroad and acquire another
citizenship, only their original government could release them from their first citi-
zenship and could choose to possess the migrant in ‘the bonds of citizenship against
their will’.41

In the same period, just-emerged post-colonial governments set up systems of
exit controls to prohibit emigration for a variety of reasons, often to preclude the
loss of labour they perceived to be non-substitutable—to prevent ‘brain drain’ and
the loss of technical expertise, as part of class and caste-inflected regimes of polit-
ical, social,42 and, as I will show, economic labour control. In Kashmir, among the
plethora of oppressive measures the Indian state has continued to apply is the Jammu
and Kashmir Egress and Internal Movement Control Ordinance,43 despite challenges

34Alan Dowty, ‘The Assault on Freedom of Emigration’, World Affairs, vol. 151, no. 2, 1988,
pp. 85–92.

35Known asHuis clos or ‘Behind Closed Doors’ in French, the title has also been translated as ‘In Camera’
or ‘Dead End’: Jean Paul Sartre, No Exit and Three Other Plays, (trans.) Lionel Abel (New York: Vintage
International, 1989).

36The right to leave is now enshrined in several legal international and regional instruments but is
not absolute. There is no corresponding right to enter: Colin Harvey and Robert P. Barnidge, Jr., ‘The
Right to Leave One’s Own Country Under International Law of the Global Commission on International
Migration’, paper prepared for the Policy Analysis and Research Programme of the Global Commission
on International Migration, September 2005, available at: https://www.iom.int/sites/g/files/tmzbdl486/
files/2018-07/TP8.pdf, [accessed 24 February 2024].

37McAdam, ‘An Intellectual History of Freedom of Movement’, pp. 27–28.
38Harvey and Barnidge, ‘The Right to Leave One’s Own Country’.
39See, for instance, Dariusz Stola, ‘Opening a Non-Exit State: The Passport Policy of Communist Poland,

1949–1980’, East European Politics and Societies, vol. 29, no. 1, 2015, pp. 96–119.
40Dowty, ‘The Assault on Freedom of Emigration’, p. 85.
41William Sólyom-Fekete, Legal Restrictions on Foreign Travel by the German Democratic Republic

(Washington, DC: Library of Congress, Law Library, 1978), pp. 29–33, available at: https://www.loc.gov/
item/2019668743/ [accessed 24 February 2025].

42Dowty, ‘The Assault on Freedom of Emigration’, pp. 85–92; Kalathmika Natarajan, ‘The Privilege of
the Indian Passport (1947–1967): Caste, Class, and the Afterlives of Indenture in Indian diplomacy’,Modern

Asian Studies, vol. 57, no. 2, 2023, pp. 321–350.
43Shahla Hussain, Kashmir in the Aftermath of Partition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021),

p. 84.
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to it.44 In the recent past, India has applied this law to Pakistaniwomenwho crossed the
Line of Control and entered Indian-occupied Kashmir with their Kashmiri husbands,
and whom the Indian government prevented from returning to Pakistan.45 The Indian
government has also tried to implement a colour-coded passport scheme to apply emi-
gration restrictions to ‘undesirable’ emigrants deemed unworthy of the ‘honour’ of an
Indian passport and travelling abroad as representatives of India, an idea that had a
more extended genealogy of Indian emigration control and had the support of the
British.46

The parallel processes of the prevention of exit and the prevention of return as
modes of political and social control are also evident in partitioned polities other than
in South Asia, where mass migrations also occurred. After the partition of Vietnam in
1954, French and American military personnel promoted and enabled a mass migra-
tion to the South while the Viet Minh used force to detain people from leaving the
areas it controlled.47 Israel denies Palestinian refugees the right to return in contrast
to Jewish immigrants, whom it categorizes as ‘returnees’ and to whom it gives citizen-
ship.48 While Israel kills and expels Palestinians, it has encouraged Jewish immigration
and applied ‘moral and ideological pressure’ to discourage Jewish exit.49 Israel sub-
jects Palestinians who remain in the region to restrictive permit regimes controlling
their ability to exit the occupied territories.50 Certain Jewish communities were also
impeded from leaving for Israel. Similar to the history discussed in this article is that
of Yemeni Jews who belonged to a scavenger ‘caste’. They collected filth from towns
from medieval times to 1949, and other Jews treated them as ‘untouchables’. When
they tried to leave Yemen for Israel, the townspeople of Sana’a attempted to prevent
their departure.51 The history of the South Asian Partition and exit control, to which I
now turn, is a part of this broader history.

44State of J&K v. Mohammad Ashraf Hajam & Others, 5 March 2021, Jammu and Kashmir High Court,
Srinagar Bench. I thank Shrimoyee Nandini Ghosh and Farhan Zia for discussing the Ordinance and case
law with me and pointing me to relevant sources.

45“‘I Have No One Here:” Why Pakistani Wives of Former Kashmiri Militants Long for Home’, 17 March
2019, available at: https://scroll.in/article/912522/i-have-no-one-here-why-pakistani-wives-of-former-
kashmiri-militants-long-for-home, [accessed 24 February 2025].

46Kalathmika Natarajan, ‘Caste, Class and the History of the Indian Passport’, South Asia @ LSE, 28
March 2018, available at: https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/southasia/2018/03/28/caste-class-and-the-history-of-
the-indian-passport/, [accessed 24 February 2025]; Natarajan, ‘The Privilege of the Indian Passport’,
pp. 321–350.

47Ronald Frankum, Operation Passage to Freedom: The United States Navy in Vietnam, 1954–55 (Texas: Texas
Tech University Press, 2007), pp. 159–160.

48Though there are exceptions: ‘Care Deeply About This Country’ | British Man in Israel Hoping to
Make Aliyah Deported After Being Arrested at Protests, Haaretz, 20 September 2024, available at: https://
www.haaretz.com/israel-news/2024-09-20/ty-article/.premium/british-man-in-israel-hoping-to-make-
aliyah-deported-after-being-arrested-at-protests/00000192-0536-d543-ab9f-2d3650e40000, [accessed 24
February 2025].

49Steven J. Gould, ‘Israeli Emigration Policy’, in Citizenship and Those Who Leave: The Politics of Emigration

and Expatriation, (eds) Nancy L. Green and Francois Weil, Kindle edn (Urbana: University of Illinois Press,
2007).

50‘The Occupied Territories: Exit and Return’, available at: https://www.refworld.org/docid/
3ae6a8100.html, [accessed 24 February 2025].

51Sumit Guha, BeyondCaste: Identity andPower in SouthAsia, Past andPresent (Leiden: Brill, 2012), pp. 14–15.
On the situation of Chinese peasant workers in the 1950s, see also John Torpey, ‘Leaving a Comparative
View’, in Citizenship and Those Who Leave, (eds) Green and Weil.
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Immobility as national policy in the aftermath of the South Asian Partition

The Pakistani leadership chose Karachi, the capital of the province of Sindh, as the
capital of the new nation of Pakistan at the invitation of members of the provin-
cial Sindh government52 and because it had the necessary attributes for a country
divided into disconnected wings by the massive landmass of India. Karachi was a
financial hub with a well-established port. In the words of Chaudhri Mohammad
Ali, who sat on the Partition council and oversaw arrangements for the new capi-
tal, it ‘was a clean modern town with a mild climate’ and, importantly, had airports,
which ‘provided ready means of communication with East Pakistan and the out-
side world’.53 In 1948, Pakistan separated Karachi from Sindh and administered it as
a separate federal district.54 As Sarah Ansari has shown, the relationship between
provincial Sindhi politicians and the new centre began to sour as Sindhis feltmarginal-
ized in the new Cabinet and Constituent Assembly and were chafing at the loss of
their erstwhile capital as well as its port’s income.55 As hundreds of thousands of
refugees made their way to the province from India, disputes arose between Sindhi
provincial leaders and the centre about how resources would be deployed, who
would pay for the resettlement of the refugees, and how many refugees Sindh could
accommodate.56

The Pakistani leadership itself sought to find ways to limit the arrival of more
refugees. Outside of the planned evacuation and the ‘exchange of population’ for
Punjab, both the Indian and Pakistani governments acted to stop further cross-border
movement. The prime ministers of India and Pakistan, Jawaharlal Nehru and Liaquat
Ali Khan, insisted with reference to their own countries that no other country in
the world had to set itself up while facing such formidable odds in rehabilitating
such vast numbers of refugees57 or coping with the scale of violence Partition had
unleashed.58 During and after the upheavals of Partition in August 1947, India and
Pakistan produced a ‘common statecraft’59 and worked ‘in tandem’.60 At the Inter-
Dominion Conferences of 1948, both governments ‘agreed that [the] mass exodus of
minorities is not in the interest of either Dominion and that the two governments are

52Liaquat Ali Khan, ‘Location of the Capital of Pakistan at Karachi’, speech in the Constituent Assembly,
22 May 1948, in Speeches and Statements of Quaid-i-Millat Liaquat Ali Khan, (ed.), M. Rafique Afzal (Lahore:
Research Society of Pakistan, 1967), pp. 146–152.

53Chaudhri Mohammad Ali, The Emergence of Pakistan (New York: Columbia University Press, 1967),
p. 198. On the numerous suggestions and pleas on where Pakistan’s capital should be, see Tai Yong Tan
and Gyanesh Kudaisya, The Aftermath of Partition in South Asia (London: Routledge, 2000), pp. 179–181.

54Ansari, ‘Identity Politics’, p. 108.
55Ibid., p. 106.
56Ansari, Life After Partition.
57Liaquat Ali Khan, ‘Speech at the Jehangir Park, Karachi, 1950’, Speeches and Statements of Quaid-i-Millat,

(ed.) Afzal, p. 438.
58Nehru, Speech at Lucknow, 19 October 1947, from The Hindu, SelectedWorks of Jawaharlal Nehru, second

series, Vol. 4, (ed.) S. Gopal (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1986), p. 171.
59Joya Chatterji, ‘Secularization and “Constitutive Moments”: Insights from Partition Diplomacy in

South Asia’, in Tolerance, Secularization andDemocratic Politics in South Asia, (eds) Humeira Iqtidar and Tanika
Sarkar (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), pp. 108–133.

60Ibid. See also Pallavi Raghavan, Animosity at Bay: An Alternative History of the India-Pakistan Relationship,

1947–1952 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020).
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determined to take every possible step to discourage such exodus in either direction
and would encourage and facilitate, as far as possible, the return of evacuees to their
ancestral home’.61 The main aim of the Conferences was to reassure minorities that
it was safe to stay where they were and, to that end, the Conferences agreed that the
two countries would set up minority and evacuee property management boards com-
posed of minorities to safeguard their ability to stay home. As Chatterji writes, India
and Pakistan displayed a ‘Canute-like hope of reversing the tide’ of refugees.62 Neither
government was able to keep its promise to protect evacuee property from refugees
who occupied and refused to leave it, successfully forcing a change of government
policy that made it very challenging for those wishing to return to go back to their
homes. The introduction of a system of permits, the eventual introduction of harsh
visa and passport regimes in the late 1940s and early 1950s, and restrictive citizenship
rules made cross-border movement much harder.63 The official desire to implement
an immobilizing regime to stop people in their tracks as they fled or tried to return
was plain.

The violence that had torn through Punjab did not affect Sindh to the extent it
had in its northern neighbour. However, the situation in Punjab heightened minori-
ties’ fears and influenced their decisions to quit Sindh. Communal violence afflicted
Sindh towards the end of 1947 and in January 1948. Yet, minorities who could, began
to leave well before this violence occurred.64 The closure of shops65 and the move-
ment of capital was one of the first signs that Hindu merchants were planning to
emigrate from Sindh,66 sparking panic about unemployment.67 Neither the Indian nor
the Pakistan governments viewed these migrations with favour. Pakistan suspected
Sindhi Congressmen of leading a campaign to encourage Sindhi Hindus aswell as Dalits
to leave so as to jeopardize the economic stability of Pakistan.68

Dalit labour as capital and national wealth

Omprakash Valmiki opened his history of the Valmikis, Safai Devata (Gods of
Cleanliness), thus: ‘How surprising it is that the man who keeps society neat and clean
counts even lower than dogs and cats in the same society which he makes liveable.
What could be a bigger irony than this, that what is most useful for society is the

61Agreements Between India and Pakistan Reached at Inter-Dominion Conferences held at New Delhi
in December 1948, Calcutta in April 1948 and Karachi in May 1948, Ministry of External Affairs and
Commonwealth Relations (New Delhi: Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, 1948).

62Chatterji, The Spoils of Partition, p. 129.
63Chatterji, ‘South Asian Histories of Citizenship’; Zamindar, The Long Partition.
64Uttara Shahani, ‘Sind and the Partition of India, c. 1927–1952’, PhD thesis, University of Cambridge,

2019.
65Riaz Ahmad (ed.), The Sindh Muslim League 1940–1947, Secret Police Abstracts (Islamabad: National

Institute of Historical and Cultural Research Centre of Excellence, Quaid-i-Azam University Islamabad-
Pakistan, 2008), p. 310.

66Some sources estimated that the amount of money that left Sind was between 20 to 30 crores: Ansari,
Life After Partition, p. 48.

67Ahmad (ed.), The Sindh Muslim League, p. 310. I explore this history further in a forthcoming book.
68Zamindar, The Long Partition, pp. 45–76.
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same which is inferior and worthless.’69 Oppressive inclusion and exclusion and social
and economic immobility are inherent in the hierarchies of caste. Under colonial rule,
certain caste groups became associated with particular forms of labour. Dominant
colonial understandings of ‘traditional’ caste groups were not always accurate.70 As
urban areas expanded and the colonial state penetrated rural areas, Indian labour
regimes and caste’s relationship to occupation were sometimes transformed. In col-
lusion with upper castes, the state locked some castes into particular professions;
colonial administrators justified this practice by citing caste culture, even if there was
little link between the caste’s historical labour and themodern profession. A large pro-
portion of the Bhangi caste, who have now rejected this name in exchange for Valmiki
or Balmiki, were employed as landless field workers until the 1880s when those who
relocated to the cities joined the sanitation industry,where theywere thereafter cast in
the role of sweepers and sanitation labourers.71 However, there is evidence that some
castes, such as Chuhras and Doms, collected waste for much longer, with this connec-
tion pre-dating the British era.72 By the time we get to Partition, Valmikis were largely
locked into the labour of sweeping and manual scavenging, and expected to remain
stuck both to occupation and to the nation they were in despite the mass migrations
of religious minorities all around them.

Another feature of the colonial period that persisted into post-colonial South Asia
and is, thus, worth recalling for our purposes is the criminalization of ‘wandering’ and
itinerant groups classified as ‘criminal tribes’, who were relocated to and confined
to specific areas.73 Criminalized tribes, a contingent category, were later subsumed
under the category of ‘Scheduled Castes’.74 In post-colonial India and Pakistan, the new
states maintained or reworked the institutions involved in implementing the colonial
Criminal Tribes Act (CTA), even after its repeal, in legal regimes and welfare poli-
cies, including in the regulation of refugees.75 In the transition to post-colonial state
sovereignty after Partition in 1947, in a post-war economic climate when control over
the economy and economic resources was paramount for the new nations, India and
Pakistan configuredminority citizens as a category of economic citizen, subject to par-
ticular forms of ‘law and order’.76 This was, additionally, an extractive socioeconomic

69Omprakash Valmiki, Safai Devta (my translation), Kindle edn (Radhakrishna Prakashan, 2021), p. 6.
70On the British ‘discovery’ of the Chamars, see Ramanarayan S. Rawat, Reconsidering Untouchability:

Chamars and Dalit History in North India (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2011), pp. 55–61.
71Vijay Prashad, Untouchable Freedom: A Social History of a Dalit Community (New Delhi: Oxford University

Press, 2001), pp. xvi– xvii.
72Lee, Deceptive Majority, p. 19.
73Henry Schwarz, Constructing the Criminal Tribe in Colonial India: Acting like a Thief (Chichester: Wiley-

Blackwell, 2010).
74Sarah Gandee, ‘The “Criminal Tribe” and Independence: Partition, Decolonisation, and the State in

India’s Punjab, 1910s–1980s’, PhD thesis, University of Leeds, 2018, pp. 183–191.
75India repealed theCTA in 1949 (only to followupwith theHabitual OffendersAct in 1952) andPakistan

repealed it in 1956. See Gandee, ‘The “Criminal Tribe” and Independence’, p. 25, and elsewhere. The
Bombay Refugees Act 1948 criminalized refugeemovement along similar lines to the Criminal Tribes Act:
see Shahani, ‘Sind and the Partition of India’.

76See also Ritu Birla, who points out that the colonial subject as a legal-economic subject stands out
across the colonial–post-colonial divide, drawing attention to the use of the law to govern and discipline
the market: Ritu Birla, ‘Capitalist Subjects in Transition’, in From the Colonial to the Postcolonial: India and

Pakistan in Transition, (eds) Dipesh Chakrabarty, Rochona Majumdar and Andrew Sartori (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2007), pp. 241–257.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X25000034 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X25000034


12 Uttara Shahani

sovereignty when seen through the lens of caste—when the control of mobility and
forced belonging underscored exclusion and emplaced exile.

India and Pakistan faced severe economic challenges at their birth. However,
Pakistan had several more obstacles to overcome. It had to set up a state from scratch
from its base in Karachi, as much of the existing apparatus of governance fell on the
Indian side. For instance, the Reserve Bank of India, which acted as Pakistan’s Central
Bank, was slow to release funds to Pakistan.77 The Sindh provincial government, in the
meanwhile, had made plans for extensive post-war development schemes.78 Fearing
economic collapse, it began to enact ordinances on its own behalf, as well as that
of Pakistan’s, to prevent the economically significant Hindus from leaving.79 They
found ways to leave anyway. After communal riots broke out in Karachi in January
1948, the Indian government organized an official evacuation for minorities from
Sindh,80 and the Pakistan government did not manage to stem the exodus of bankers
and traders.81 Among those leaving were also people who cleaned sewers. Muhajirs
(refugees/migrants) had criticized government attempts to get Hindus to stay,82 but
in February 1948, the newspaper Dawn began publishing letters and articles from res-
idents of Karachi who complained that ‘Asia’s cleanest city’ had become a cesspit.83

Rubbish covered the roads that sweepers had washed daily during colonial rule, and
boys could no longer swim or fish in the clear waters of the streams that had become
sewers.84 Karachi could no longer bear the stench. Throughout February 1948, the
Government of Pakistan printed reviews of its performance in Dawn. In its review, the
Interior Ministry announced:

Lately in view of the apprehended blow to the social and economic structure
of the province as a result of the wholesale migration of depressed classes, the
Government of Sind have been compelled to take legal powers to slow down the
migration of such persons who in their opinion constitute the essential services
of the province.85

Here again, these events unfolded differently in Sindh and Punjab. An Indian fact-
finding committee for Punjab noted that while there was enthusiasm to get rid of

77Ayesha Jalal, The State of Martial Rule: The Origins of Pakistan’s Political Economy of Defence (Cambridge:
CambridgeUniversity Press, 1990); Liaquat Ali Khan, Independence DayMessage, 14 August 1948, Speeches
and Statements of Quaid-i-Millat, (ed.) Afzal, pp. 162–169.

78Liaquat Ali Khan, ‘Location of the Capital of Pakistan at Karachi’, speech in the Constituent Assembly,
22 May 1948, Speeches and Statements of Quaid-i-Millat, (ed.) Afzal, pp. 146–152; Government of Sind: Post War

Development Schemes (Karachi: Government Press, 1945).
79Hamida Khuhro, Mohammed Ayub Khuhro: A Life of Courage in Politics (Lahore: Ferozsons, 1998),

pp. 322–323.
80Correspondence between Nehru and Patel, January 1948, in Sardar Patel’s Correspondence 1945–50,

Vol. 6, (ed.) Durga Das (Ahmedabad: Navjivan Publishing House, 1971–1974), pp. 244–245.
81Liaquat Ali Khan, ‘Pakistani Policy: Domestic and Foreign’, 11 May 1950, Speeches and Statements of

Quaid-i-Millat, (ed.) Afzal, pp. 388–392, and elsewhere.
82Zamindar, The Long Partition, pp. 58–67.
83Alice Albinia, Empires of the Indus: The Story of a River (London: John Murray, 2008), p. 19.
84Ibid.
85Dawn, 23 February 1948, cited in Albinia, Empires of the Indus, p. 19.
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landholders so the land could be divided amongMuslim refugees, there was less readi-
ness to allow the ‘migration of the kamins (menials) and the Harijan non-Muslims for
they could be useful slaves of the community’.86 Ravinder Kaur has shown that there
was a mixed picture: some marginalized castes wanted to leave West Punjab, Indian
officials coaxed others to ‘evacuate’, and some stayed behind.87 The Indian govern-
mentmanaged to evacuatemarginalized caste refugees whowanted to leave Punjab in
May 1948 towards the end of the planned evacuations for that province.88 Meanwhile,
in 1947, the Pakistan government had resurrected the colonial Essential Services
(Maintenance) Ordinance of 1941 to prevent people deemed to perform ‘essential ser-
vices’ from leaving for India. Resurrected, and through a process of amendments, the
Ordinance was more successful in keeping behind Dalits in Karachi who fell under its
purview. The ‘more than aminority’ status of Scheduled Castes stuck in Sindh and their
lack of mobility capital was clear, as long after lakhs of caste Hindus had left Sindh,
the issue of their desire to migrate to India remained under negotiation between the
governments of the two states after Pakistan began to prevent their leaving.

The Indian high commissioner to Karachi after Partition was Sri Prakasa, from
Uttar Pradesh. The High Commission was by no means a nonpartisan operator.89 Like
Pakistan, Sri Prakasa wanted to retain certain skilled labourers for India. He wanted
to issue permits to skilled Muslim weavers of Banarsi silk saris and fabrics (in the
face of resistance from his deputy) to return to his home city of Benaras, as he did
not want the city to lose the art that had made it famous,90 but otherwise advised
the Indian government to discourage the return of Muslim refugees to India.91 He
regarded Scheduled Caste labourers as Hindu and worked to secure their evacuation—
the PakistanMinistry of the Interior suspected him of distributing ‘money to servants,
malis [gardeners], dhobis [washermen] and sweepers to pay their fare by ship to
Bombay’.92 These suspicions were not unfounded, as we shall see.

Sri Prakasa attributed the passing of the Essential Services Ordinance to the depar-
ture of non-Muslim migrant labourers and domestic workers from Uttar Pradesh, his
home province. He recalled in his memoirs that for a very long time, many people
‘from our Uttar Pradesh’, especially the eastern regions, travelled to western India in
search of work. Thousands of men from Sultanpur, Jaunpur, Benaras, Ghazipur, and
other areas travelled to Ahmedabad, Bombay, and other locations to work in factories
and other jobs. Their wives and children stayed at home. Every year, their employ-
ers granted them one month off. They visited their communities during that time
to meet their relatives. They led uncomfortable lives, living alone in far-off cities

86‘Report of Work in Gujranwala District’, LAR File No. LIX 12, November 1948, filed by Chaman Lal
Pandhi, Fact Finding Officer, Ministry of Relief and Rehabilitation, cited in Kaur, ‘Narrative Absence’,
pp. 290–291.

87Kaur, ‘Narrative Absence’, pp. 289–293.
88Ibid., p. 290.
89Ansari and Gould, Boundaries of Belonging, p. 227.
90Sri Prakasa, Pakistan: Birth and Early Days (Meerut: Meenakshi Prakashan, 1965), p. 31.
91Ibid., p. 230.
92AhmadAli, Government of Pakistan,Ministry of the Interior, (HomeDivision), to S. OsmanAli, Deputy

Secretary to the Cabinet, Government of Pakistan, Karachi, 20 December 1947, ‘Secret’, Government of
Pakistan, Cabinet Division, ‘Proposed Restriction on the Migration of Caste Hindus’, File No. 200/CF/47,
National Documentation Centre, Islamabad.
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and sent what little money they could save to their homes to pay off rents for their
farms and their debts to moneylenders. They also flocked to Karachi in significant
numbers before Partition.93 Sri Prakasa and Liaquat Ali Khan were old acquaintances.
Liaquat had grown up in Punjab, but his aristocratic family maintained their ancestral
ties to Muzaffarnagar, the constituency Liaquat had represented in the Uttar Pradesh
Legislative Council.94 Sri Prakasa appealed to this history and recounted his meeting
with Liaquat on the issue of the Pakistan government stopping the labourers of Uttar
Pradesh from leaving as follows:

When all such Hindu workmen of Uttar Pradesh also started leaving from
Karachi, then the Essential Services Act was brought into operation, and orders
were issued that labourers, domestic servants of government officers and such
others could not go away … I met Nawabzada Liaquat Ali Khan, the Prime
Minister of Pakistan, and said to him that it was an old custom with such people
to spend their month of leave at their village homes. It was improper to prevent
them from going. The Nawabzada thereupon said to me that in former years
they used to return after the period of their leave but this time they would not
come back. That is why it was necessary to prevent their departure. I told him
that I could not understand his argument, for if persons desired to go back home,
they should not be prevented from doing so. They should not be forced to labour
there. I added that he himself belonged to Uttar Pradesh, and that he at least
should have sympathy with such folks. The Prime Minister at this asked me as
to who would clean the streets and latrines of Karachi in case they did not come
back?95

Sri Prakasa referred to the labourers from Uttar Pradesh as ‘Hindus’, but not all of
them would have been a part of caste Hindu society. The underlying implication of
Liaquat’s query, from one upper-caste, upper-class man to another about who would
clean the streets and latrines should marginalized caste sanitation labourers leave,
was one he expected Sri Prakasa to understand: nobody else would do this stigma-
tized work, and surely they could not be expected to? Upper castes see the work of
sanitation as polluting and take a series of elaborate measures to distance themselves
from it or to remove it from their consciousness. It involves cleaning dry latrines, the
‘gutter work’96 of unclogging sewers filled with ordure, emptying pits, septic tanks,
and manholes, and transporting excreta.97 It was, and is, work that kills those who do
it.98

93Prakasa, Pakistan: Birth and Early Days, pp. 75–76.
94Muhammad Reza Kazimi, Liaquat Ali Khan: His Life and Work (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003),

pp. 3–31.
95Prakasa, Pakistan: Birth and Early Days, pp. 75–76.
96Gazdar and Mallah, ‘Traditional Municipal Sweepers’.
97Namita Singh Malik and Smita Gupta, ‘Manual Scavenging Practices in South Asia: A Review from

India, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Nepal’, Indian Journal of Law and Justice, vol. 13, no. 2, 2022, pp. 71–87.
98The Report of the Scavenging Conditions Enquiry Committee, published in 1960, 12 years after

Partition and independence, although not without its problems, gives detailed account of the tasks of
sanitation labourers: Report of the Scavenging Conditions Enquiry Committee, Ministry of Home Affairs,
Central Advisory Board for Harijan Welfare, New Delhi, December 1960.
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Pakistan feared that the departure of sanitation labourers would result in ‘epidemic
and pestilence’.99 Refugee camps in different parts of the subcontinent were rife with
diseases like cholera, malaria, diarrhoea, and respiratory illnesses, and many died.100

Epidemics (and the accompanying necessity of quarantine) come with a high finan-
cial cost and disruption to the life of cities.101 Fears that sanitation workers might
choose to leave in a context of disease and mass exodus were not new nor exclusive
to Partition. In plague-ridden late nineteenth-century Bombay, the Plague Committee
relied on teams of ‘sweepers’ to ‘disinfect’ affected areas. Coercive sanitary measures
to control the spread of infection led to rioting and amass exodus from the city, halving
the number of people resident in the city and causing factories to shut down. ‘The city
authorities realized too late that the specialized sanitary workers’ from the Halalkhor
caste,102 on whom street cleaning and general sanitation depended, might also flee,
making the city ‘uninhabitable’.103 These fears surged again during Partition when an
outbreak of cholera in camps in Lahore and protests about the inefficacy of the West
Punjab government’s handling of the situation (where police had fired upon protest-
ing refugees)104 led to the Pakistan government deciding to send more refugees to
Sindh. It declared a state of emergency, giving itself the authority to resettle 200,000
more refugees in Sindh instead of the 100,000 planned initially. Each day 6,000 refugees
arrived, coincidingwith serious floods and an outbreak of cholera in Sindh.105 With the
threat of disease looming large and refugee anger at their treatment simmering, the
Pakistan government continued to refuse to yield to the demand that it allow sani-
tation labourers to leave. It risked rebellion from both Sindhi leaders resentful at the
presence of the new arrivals and the refugees reeling from sickness and squalid living
conditions.

Apart from themigrant labourers fromUttar Pradeshwhose release Sri Prakasawas
keen to secure, other marginalized caste communities in Karachi were from Marwar
in what is now Rajasthan and northern Gujarat, regions south and east of Sindh that
fell within India after Partition. The Dalits had migrated to Karachi in the wake of
the drought that had begun at the close of the nineteenth century. At that time, they
left rural regions bordering Sindh and relocated to the Bombay Presidency’s major
cities, Karachi and Bombay, which offered better prospects for employment, to avoid
degrading social discrimination, and because their landlords persecuted them. Many
of these migrants belonged to the Meghwal and Valmiki castes. They obtained jobs
in the sanitation departments of Karachi and Bombay municipalities.106 The deputy

99Zamindar, The Long Partition, p. 50.
100Sen, Citizen Refugee, pp. 225–228; Ilyas Chattha, ‘After the Massacres: Nursing Survivors of Partition

Violence in Pakistan Punjab Camps’, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, vol. 28, no. 2, 2018, pp. 273–293;
Soutik Biswas, ‘Partition: TheUntold Story of the Role of Aeroplanes’, 14 August 2023, available at: https://
www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-india-66018688, [accessed 24 February 2025].

101Sumit Guha, ‘India in the Pandemic Age’, Indian Economic Review, vol. 55, Suppl. 1, 2020, pp. 22–25.
102Halalkhor are Dalit Muslim but may also follow their own autonomous traditions: Joel Lee, ‘Who is

the TrueHalalkhor? Genealogy and Ethics in DalitMuslimOral Traditions’, Contributions to Indian Sociology,
vol. 52, no. 1, 2018, pp. 1–27.

103Guha, ‘India in the Pandemic Age’, p. 23.
104Ansari, Life After Partition, p. 66, p. 72, n. 79.
105Ibid., pp. 65–66.
106Suchitra Balasubrahmanyan, ‘Partition and Gujarat: The Tangled Web of Religious, Caste,

Community and Gender Identities’, Journal of South Asian Studies, vol. 34, no. 3, 2011, pp. 460–484.
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high commissioner for India in Karachi, the Sindhi M. K. Kirpalani, insisted that these
sweepers, thus, ‘belong to India—they have their homes in India and in many cases
their families are also in India’ and that ‘they had never lost their contact with India
and invariably went there once a year’.107 However, these Dalits found it difficult—to
the point of it being impossible—to obtain permits to leave Pakistan after Partition.
The Pakistan government went so far as to shut them into the sweeper colonies, post-
ing police around to ensure they had no way out.108 The Sindh branch of the Gandhian
Harijan Sewak Sangh (Servants of Harijan Society) attempted to disguise sweepers in
‘Marwari turbans’ to send them to India via Mirpur Khas but had limited success with
this ploy.109

Gandhi, who wanted to keep Dalits ‘Hindu’, said that he had received many reports
from ‘Harijans’ that they would have to convert to Islam if they stayed behind in
Pakistan.110 Unlike Nehru, Gandhi believed the princely states had a pivotal role in
post-colonial India and leaned on them to accommodate refugees.111 In September
1947, he urged shipping magnates with links to Kathiawar to send ships to Karachi to
bring Dalits to Kathiawar free of charge.112 Gandhi was from Kathiawar and was born
in the princely state of Porbandar. He used his linguistic and community ties to facili-
tate the resettlement of refugees there. Gandhi’s intervention did result in some Dalits
evacuating by ship,113 but at the end of January 1948 Gandhi was dead, shot by Godse,
so his efforts to secure their departure came to an end. Leaving became ever more
difficult for the marginalized castes as the Pakistan government started to intercept
thosewho tried to leave. TheHighCommissioner’s Office inKarachiwrote to the Indian
Ministry of External Affairs, telling them to stop publicizing efforts in the Indian news-
papers to evacuate and settle ‘Sind Harijans’ as it would result in Pakistan acting to
hamper their evacuation.114

Ambedkar and Sri Prakasa raised the issue of labourers stuck in Karachi with
Nehru.115 In December 1947, Ambedkar, who had received several letters from
marginalized castes who could not leave, wrote to Nehru:

107M. K. Kirpalani, Deputy High Commissioner for India in Pakistan, to S. Dutt, Additional Secretary, 27
January 1949, Ministry of External Affairs and Commonwealth Relations, Government of India, Ministry
of External Affairs, Pakistan (A) Branch, File No. 30 (68)-Pak III-/49, (Secret), NAI.

108Interview with Jeevanlal Jairamdas, 5 April 1997, Ahmedabad, in Balasubrahmanyan, ‘Partition and
Gujarat’, pp. 460–484.

109Ibid.
110Gandhi, Speech at Prayer Meeting, New Delhi, 11 October 1947, in Gandhiji on Sindh and the Sindhis,

(ed.) Motilal Wadhumal Jotwani (Delhi: Sindhi Academy, 1998), pp. 520–523.
111Joya Chatterji, ‘Princes, Subjects and Gandhi: Alternatives to Citizenship at the End of Empire’, in

Gandhi’s Moral Politics, (ed.) Naren Nanda (Abingdon: Routledge, 2018), pp. 101–125.
112Letters to Shantikumar Morarjee and Shoorji Vallabhdas, 25 September 1947, in Gandhiji on Sindh

and the Sindhis, (ed.) Jotwani, p. 518; Gandhi to Maniben Patel, 27 December 1947, pp. 539–540, ibid.;
Interviewwith Bhikaji Chauhan, 26 June 1997, Ahmedabad, in Balasubrahmanyan, ‘Partition and Gujarat’,
pp. 460–484.

113Interview with Bhikaji Chauhan, 26 June 1997, Ahmedabad, in Balasubrahmanyan, ‘Partition and
Gujarat’, pp. 460–484.

114V. S. Deshpande, Secretary to the High Commissioner for India in Pakistan, to the Secretary to the
Government of India, 12 July 1948, Ministry of External Affairs and Commonwealth Relations, New Delhi,
File No. F.F. 19-9\48-Pak-I, NAI.

115Government of India, Ministry of External Affairs, Pakistan (A) Branch, File No. 30 (68)-Pak III-/49,
(Secret), NAI.
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The Pakistan Government are preventing in every possible way the evacua-
tion of the Scheduled Castes from their territory. The reason behind this seems
to me that they want the Scheduled Castes to remain in Pakistan to do the
menial jobs and to serve as landless labourers for the land-holding popula-
tion of Pakistan. The Pakistan Government is particularly anxious to impound
the sweepers whom they have declared as persons belonging to Essential
Services and whom they are not prepared to release except on one month’s
notice.116

Ambedkar told Nehru that he had heard from marginalized caste refugees that
the Pakistan government was stopping them from contacting the Military Evacuation
Organisation (MEO), which India and Pakistan had set up for the organized exchange
of refugees in Punjab and North India.117 But the issue dragged on. Nehru tele-
graphed Liaquat in October 1948 requesting that Pakistan release the 20,000 ‘sweep-
ers, washermen etc. who coming as they are from Gujarat, U.P. and other Indian
provinces are Indian nationals’ on humanitarian grounds but did not receive an imme-
diate response.118 In the interim, Ministry of External Affairs and Commonwealth
Relations officials were divided on what to do next—whether to approach the gov-
ernor general of Pakistan to suggest that Pakistan ‘bring about such conditions as
would induce the Harijans to continue to remain in Sind’ and whether Sri Prakasa’s
assessment of the situation of the marginalized castes wanting to leave was accu-
rate.119 Both these ‘solutions’ involved kicking the can down the road. Finally, Karachi
replied in November 1948 that the living conditions of the sanitation labourers
were good in Sindh, where they received ‘very high wages’ and had no desire to go
away to India. Pakistan would not overturn the laws prohibiting them from leaving
but would consider allowing the district magistrate to issue permits in ‘individual
cases’.120 In practice, permits to leave were tough to obtain. The Indian govern-
ment itself began to demand details of ‘individual incidents’ of discrimination that
it could raise with Pakistan, thus putting sanitation labourers in the invidious posi-
tion of facing prosecution while absolving itself of the responsibility to evacuate them
(Figure 1).121

116Ambedkar, ‘Scheduled Castes in Pakistan Should Come Over to India’, New Delhi, 27 November 1947,
in Dr Babasaheb Ambedkar: Writings and Speeches: ‘Dr. B. R. Ambedkar and His Egalitarian Revolution’, Vol. 17,
Part 1, (eds), Hari Narke, M. L. Kasare, N. G. Kamble and Ashok Godghate (New Delhi: Dr. Ambedkar
Foundation, 2020).

117Ambedkar to Nehru, 18 December 1947, in ibid.
118Telegram from Nehru to Liaquat, 5 October 1948, (Top Secret), Government of India, Ministry of

External Affairs, Pakistan (A) Branch, File No. 30 (68)-Pak III-/49, (Secret), NAI.
119Government of India, Ministry of External Affairs, Pakistan (A) Branch, File No. 30 (68)-Pak III-/49,

(Secret), NAI.
120Notes, 10 February 1949, Ministry of External Affairs and Commonwealth Relations, File No. F.F.

19-9\48-Pak-I, NAI.
121O. C. Nambiar, Assistant Secretary, Ministry of External Affairs, to the Ministry of Relief and

Rehabilitation, 25 February 1949, Ministry of External Affairs and Commonwealth Relations, File No. F.F.
19-9\48-Pak-I, NAI.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X25000034 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X25000034


18 Uttara Shahani

Figure 1. R. K. Laxman’s casteist cartoon in the Bharat Jyoti newspaper showing Sindh’s chief minister, Khuhro, as a
gaoler restraining sweepers, washermen and women, and agriculturalists from leaving, circa 1947.The title at top of
the cartoon implies that the Pakistan government viewed the marginalized castes who were trying to emigrate as
traitors to the nation.122

Sweepers would have been, for the most part, unlettered. However, a series of dis-
tressed letters that Mohan Bhika Bhangi either wrote, or asked a scribe to write, to
his kin in Radhanpur and Mubarakpur (now in Gujarat, India) to appeal to the Indian
government survive in a government file. He wrote these letters on behalf of himself
and others in his situation. We do not know if Mohan Bhika knew how to read, write,
or speak the languages required to apply for a permit to leave or if he and others like
him could communicate in Urdu, the new language of governance. The letters are in a
Kathaiawari dialect and provide an insight into how challenging the circumstances
were for Dalits trying to migrate. I reproduce translations of three of his letters
below:123

n.d.

We, Mohan Bhikha, Bhana Sacha, and Vahla Kaala, all from Karachi, request
that Bhangi Moti and sister Jivi, residing at Radhanpur, accept our kind regards.
Jai Hind [Victory to India/Hindustan].

We write with a request that you take this application to Congressmen
Narbheram and Kanjibhai and inform the Collector on our behalf that the

122AICC, File No. P-15 (KW-1), 1946–48, Prime Ministers’ Museum & Library.
123Mohan Bhika’s letters were transcribed from Kathiawari by Manisha Shah and translated into

English by Tana Trivedi. I am deeply grateful to them.
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Pakistan government is harassing the Harijans of Karachi. Although we have
applied for a permanent job, we are constantly disturbed and harassed. They
have confiscated our house and our jobs, recruited other people, and even
dragged us to the courts. They have thrown our luggage on the road, and we are
barred from doing our job. We request that dear Moti convey to the Collector
that the Government of Pakistan should provide us with a house and a job or
permit us to move to Hindustan. Please do this favour for us. There are eighteen
people against whom cases have been filed, and eight are in prison. Please send
us an official telegram.

30/8/1948
Jai hind

May the reader of my letter always be blissful. Let this letter reach Bhangi
Dhanji Bhikha of village Mubarakpur. The senders are Mohan Bhikha and Mani
Moti from the town of Karachi.

Dear Bhikha Vahla, Dhanji Bhikha, Kanji Bhikha, Karsan Bhikha, and other
Bhangis of village Mubarakpur,

We pray that the lord always blesses you and keeps you happy. You must be
doing well. We appeal to you. Mr. Dhanji Bhikha, we (Mohan Bhikha, Mani Moti,
and others) have been facing great trouble since you left Karachi.

Wewere leaving Pakistan until we reachedNawabshah railway station, where
we were caught and returned to Karachi. The government of Pakistan has
stripped us of our jobs and homes and allotted those to other Bhangis. They have
forcefully thrown our belongings on the road. Given this situation, we request
MrDhanji Bhikha to take our letter to the Congress party of Radhanpur and insist
that the Congress party either recommend to the Pakistan government to allow
us to shift to Hindustan or return our jobs and houseswith honour.We are facing
adverse conditionswith our children. Please insist that the Congress leader takes
suitable steps, and if he fails, please immediately go to the Delhi government.

Dear Brother Dhanji Bhikha, we are very sad and dejected; please arrange for
our return to India or help us get our job and shelter back in Karachi. Everyweek,
we are forced to appear in court, and they harass us for no reason.We once again
request Bhangi Dhanji Bhikha of village Mubarakpur to immediately approach
either Congress leaders or the Collector to write a strong letter to Mr Sargul
Hussain and others of Karachi to allow us to move back to Hindustan or return
our jobs and houses as we have no place to live. We are living on public roads.

Dear Dhanji Bhikha, if you don’t get any local cooperation, please be kind
enough to visit the Delhi government to explain our difficulties. We feel sorry
that Hindustanis are not taking any initiative to help us with our horrible
conditions.

28/09/1948.

Jai Hind.

May the reader always be blessed.

To the ones residing in Mubarakpur—Bhikha Vahla, Dhanji Bhikha, Kanji
Bhikha, Karsan Bhikha, and other Bhangis of village Mubarakpur, I, Mohan

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X25000034 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X25000034


20 Uttara Shahani

Bhikha, pray that the lord always blesses you and keeps you happy. You must be
doing well. We have been facing a very tough time for ten months since you left
Karachi. The Pakistanis are harassing us. They have taken away our homes and
jobs. We are made to appear at the court every day of the week. Pain and misery
inflict us. Bhangi Dhanji Bhikha from Mubarakpur, please know that you must
go to Radhanpur to meet the Congress Collector or Sargul Hussain of Karachi
and tell them about our plight. We need permission to come from Karachi to
Hindustan, or we will be destitute. The Pakistan government is not giving us our
jobs and homes. Instead, they give them to other people. Dhanji Bhikha, if you
do not get a response at Radhanpur, youmust go to Delhi and plead our case. We
are miserable here, and the Hindustanis are not bothered.124

Mohan Bhika’s letters recall Ambedkar’s autobiographical Waiting for a Visa, which
describes the vicious circles, dead ends, and closed doors he encounters on his jour-
neys. Ankit Kawade has observed that these journeys and stays are experiences of
being ‘homeless’ and ‘waiting’ in Ambedkar’s own homeland, where caste structures
determine the temporal experience of Dalits.125 Mohan Bhika’s letters demonstrate
howPakistan kept Dalits in a state of limbo. Even if the Pakistan governmentwas deter-
mined not to let Dalits leave and force them to stay because it classified their labour as
‘essential’, this did notmean itwould guarantee thememployment or accommodation,
making an already precarious life even more insecure and unsustainable.

As ethnographies of the bureaucratic regimes of the post-colonial ‘paper states’ of
India and Pakistan show, new forms of documentation proliferated to shape social
life126 and ‘developmentalist’ projects.127 These regimes include the poor in ‘wel-
fare’ schemes that repeatedly produce arbitrary outcomes. In contrast, the purpose
of this early post-colonial permit system for caste-oppressed sanitation workers did
not have their welfare as its object but that of everyone else, including refugees, who
lived in Karachi, requiring their forceful inclusion into the nation while they con-
tinued to be subject to the exclusions of caste and a state of exception under the
law for the sake of the public good. They were ‘partial’ citizens but bonded to the
Pakistani state. In contrast, other minorities had the mobility capital to get onto
trains and ships to leave. The illogical next steps mentioned in Mohan Bhika’s let-
ters of denying sanitation labourers their jobs and accommodation, imprisoning them,
and forcing them to appear in court every week after officials had intercepted their
movement did not seem to matter as long as officials had followed the rules to retain
them.128

124Mohan Bhika Bhangi, letters, ‘Evacuation of Harijans from Sind’, Ministry of External Affairs and
Commonwealth Relations, File No. F.F. 19-9\48-Pak-I, NAI.

125Ankit Kawade, ‘Can the Dalit Feel Nostalgia Towards the Past? Reflections on Ambedkar’s “Waiting
for a Visa”’, unpublished manuscript. I thank Ankit for sharing this manuscript with me.

126Matthew S. Hull, Government of Paper: The Materiality of Bureaucracy in Urban Pakistan (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2012).

127EmmaTarlo,UnsettlingMemories: Narratives of the Emergency in Delhi (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 2033); Nayanika Mathur, Paper Tiger: Law, Bureaucracy and the Developmental State in Himalayan India

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016).
128On the importance of the appearance of the rules being followed in much later post-colonial

schemes, see Mathur, Paper Tiger.
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It is worth noting here that Jogendranath Mandal, from the Bengali Dalit commu-
nity of Namasudras, was Pakistan’s first minister of law and labour and, at Jinnah’s
invitation, was temporary chairman of the Pakistan Constituent Assembly. At first,
Mandal believed that Dalits would find political emancipation in Pakistan rather
than in a caste-based Hindu-majority India. In this, he had the support of Holaram
Punjabi of the Sind Scheduled Castes Federation.129 Recent scholarship on minorities
in Pakistan, such as that by Ghazal Asif Farrukhi, shows that post-colonial Pakistan
erased certain types of distinction, including caste, to create recognizable groups of
religious minorities.130 Mandal himself had the dual responsibility of representing
both the nation’s Scheduled Castes and Hindus. Mandal was soon to be disappointed
in Pakistan as the government failed to respond to Dalit concerns and demands
on the representation of minorities and their security when communal violence
occurred.131

Marginalized caste labourers in Karachi, mostly ‘corporation employees, dock
labourers, and servants’, approached Mandal to request badges that resembled
Pakistani flags so that they were safe from both caste-Hindu Congress propaganda and
anti-Hindu violence from Muslims.132 But they found themselves recognized only as
suspect minority Hindus, putting an end to any initial dreams of political emancipa-
tion for marginalized castes in Pakistan.133 In 1949, at the same time as marginalized
castes were trying to leave Karachi in the west, but Pakistan was forcing them to
stay, communal violence broke out in East Pakistan, where many of the victims were
Dalits.134 Mandal resigned from Liaquat’s cabinet.135 In his letter to Liaquat, he pointed
to the perilous status of the Hindu minority in Karachi. He alleged that Muslims were
converting Hindu women, the majority of whom were Scheduled Castes, to Islam.136

The matter of religious conversion would also come up in connection with the Indian
government’s failure to assist Scheduled Caste refugees, as I will show below.

The letters Mohan Bhika wrote took a circuitous route. One of those to whom he
had appealed, Bhika Vahla Bhangi, passed the letters on to the Backward Class wel-
fare officer of Banaskantha and Sabarkantha districts, who in turn handed them to
the Backward Class officer of Bombay province, who forwarded them to the chief sec-
retary of the government of Bombay, who sent them to the central government in
Delhi. Mohan Bhika wrote his letters in August and September 1948, but the Indian

129Dwaipayan Sen, The Decline of the Caste Question: Jogendranath Mandal and the Defeat of Dalit Politics in

Bengal (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), p. 184.
130Ghazal Asif Farrukhi, ‘Jogendranath Mandal and the Politics of Dalit Recognition in Pakistan’, South

Asia: Journal of South Asian Studies, vol. 43, no. 1, 2020, pp. 119–135; Ghazal Asif Farrukhi, ‘Entangled
Impurities in Contemporary Sindh: Some Evidence from Law and Bureaucracy’, Journal of Sindhi Studies,
vol. 3, no. 1, 2023, pp. 1–25.

131Sen, The Decline of the Caste Question, pp. 183–210.
132Ibid., pp. 190–191.
133Farrukhi, ‘Jogendranath Mandal’, pp. 119–135.
134Sen, The Decline of the Caste Question, pp. 198–200.
135Resignation letter of Jogendra Nath Mandal, 8 October 1950, cited in Sen, The Decline of the Caste

Question, pp. 202–208.
136Mandal’s use of the term ‘Hindu’ did not mean that the term ‘Scheduled Caste’ had lost meaning for

him. See Sen, The Decline of the Caste Question, p. 204.
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government received them only in January 1949.137 Mohan Bhika’s ability to write
(or to have letters written) may have been of limited use. We do not know what hap-
pened to him and the others on whose behalf he communicated. There was no direct
connection between literacy and justice in his case.138 A lack of social, cultural, and
political capital circumscribed the assets or mobility capital on which Mohan Bhika
and others like him could draw.

In December 1948, a year after Ambedkar had written to Nehru, Nanak Chand, a
‘Harijan activist’ and spokesman in Sindh, was still urging the Indian government to
act with more haste, arguing that it was ‘Indian nationals’ whom Pakistan was forcing
to stay behind against their will to do the work of scavengers. He produced a table of
Scheduled Castes remaining in Sindh to show their location (Table 1). Delhi’s response
remained dilatory, and it proposed instead a system of emigration by stealth.

‘Infiltration’ and crossing the border ‘quietly’

In addition to Dalit sanitation labourers, groups of marginalized caste agriculturalists
from Tharparkar in the east of Sindh ventured to cross the border with their cattle.

Table 1. Nanak Chand’s table showing the number of ‘Harijans’ remaining in Sindh in December 1948.139

Larkana 15,000

Jacobabad 10,000

Sukkur 10,000

Nawabshah 5,000

Hyderabad 5,000

Tharparkar

(a) Mirpurkhas 7,000

(b) NaraValley 8,000

(c) Thar desert 1,00,000

Karachi city 5,000

Karachi district 2,000

Dadu 8,000

Khairpur state 2,000

Total 1,77,000

137‘Evacuation of Harijans from Sind’, Ministry of External Affairs and Commonwealth Relations, File
No. F.F. 19-9\48-Pak-I, NAI.

138See Akhil Gupta on the complex connections between literacy, empowerment, and justice: Akhil
Gupta, Red Tape: Bureaucracy, Structural Violence, and Poverty in India (Durham: Duke University Press, 2012),
pp. 141–233.

139Ministry of External Affairs and Commonwealth Relations, File No. F.F. 19-9\48-Pak-I, NAI.
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They had a history of seasonal circulation between Sindh and the western princely
states of India. This changed after Partition as the Pakistan government suspected
them of wanting to migrate permanently. The Sind Cattle and Fodder Control Act II
of 1947 prohibited agriculturalists from ‘exporting’ cattle. Under existing agreements
between India and Pakistan, evacuees couldmove cattle fromone dominion to another
and were exempt from export and import trade regulations and duties, provided the
evacuees had a permit to take their cattle across the border. Nonetheless, the Pakistan
government obstructed the departure of agriculturists with their cattle and, as was
the case with the Dalit sanitation labourers, did not issue permits.140 Nanak Chand
argued that the Indian government should take up the matter with Pakistan at the
highest levels because export was different from ‘taking one’s own cattle … on migra-
tion and not for sale or profit’.141 However, officials in the Ministry of External Affairs
in India considered that Pakistan was unlikely to allow the movement of cattle on a
‘mass scale’. They thought selling the cattle would be a more realistic alternative for
the agriculturists who wanted to migrate.142

Tharparkar cattlemust interact with people daily to keep them from being ‘shy and
wild’.143 Also known as White Sindhi and Thari, they are excellent draft animals and
produce large quantities of milk even in adverse conditions. Due to these qualities,
the colonial government transported them to army camps in the Near East during the
First World War.144 For the Scheduled Caste agriculturalists of Tharparkar, their cattle
constituted almost all their wealth (the cattle clearly also constituted capital for the
Pakistani state) as they depended on their animals’ produce, so leaving them behind
was out of the question.

Sri Prakasa wrote to Vallabhbhai Patel, the deputy prime minister and home min-
ister of India, that the Pakistan government had told the Indian High Commission to
withdraw its liaison officers fromTharparkar and that he had told the peasants intend-
ing to emigrate to cross the border ‘quietly’ with their cattle. Hewrote, ‘Their devotion
to cattle is natural’, perhaps trying to emphasize their Hindu credentials to upper
castes for whom the cow is sacred. Sri Prakasa asked that Patel arrange for the recep-
tion of these refugees and their cattle in the western princely states of Saurashtra,
Jodhpur, and Kachchh in India.145 Patel had only recently strongarmed these former
princely states into becoming a part of the Indian Union. They were in the process of
transitioning to Indian rule but were still in charge of refugee resettlement on their
territories.

Although Jodhpur had shown signs of willingness to accept agriculturists rather
than the numbers of Sindhi petty traders it had already received,146 the ‘movement

140File No. F.F. 19-9\48-Pak-I, NAI.
141Nanak Chand to Mohanlal Saksena, 4 December 1948, Ministry of External Affairs and

Commonwealth Relations, File No. F.F. 19-9\48-Pak-I, NAI.
142Ministry of External Affairs and Commonwealth Relations, File No. F.F. 19-9\48-Pak-I.
143Oklahoma State University, ‘Breeds of Livestock: Tharparkar Cattle’, available at: https://breeds.

okstate.edu/cattle/tharparkar-cattle.html, [accessed 24 February 2025].
144Ibid.
145Telegram from Sri Prakasa for Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel, 29 September 1948, (Secret), ‘Harijan and

other Refugees from Sind in Saurashtra’, File No. 6(5)-(R)-/49, NAI.
146‘Resettlement of Refugees in Jodhpur State and Alleged Improper Searches at Barmer Junction’

Ministry of States, File No. 18-G (R) 1948, NAI.
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branch’ of India’s Ministry of Relief and Rehabilitation insisted that the western
princely states had made it ‘abundantly clear’ that they were not willing to take more
refugees from Sindh and that unless the government ‘had tackled and resolved the
problem of the resettlement’ of those who were already ‘in the Indian Dominion since
the last 18 months’ it was ‘not advisable to invite trouble by undertaking major opera-
tion [sic] of evacuating non-Muslims including Harijans numbering 1,77,000 from Sind
… It is therefore suggested that no action be taken in the matter at present unless
[the] situation in Sind … deteriorates further to endanger the life and properties of
those who are still in Sind.’147 A letter Choithram Gidwani, the erstwhile leader of
the Sindh Provincial Congress Committee, wrote to Mohanlal Saxena, who led the
Ministry of Relief and Rehabilitation, in December 1948 about the state of refugees in
Saurashtra, a union of 217 princely states of Kathiawar, including the former Junagadh
state, demonstrates the reluctance of Saurashtra to accommodate marginalized caste
refugees:148

Hundreds of Harijan refugees are arriving in Saurashtra. The Saurashtra
Government are not prepared to take any more. The Government of India have
sent no instructions. The local workers are surprised for the callous indifference
shown by the authorities in making no arrangements for the refugees. They are
lying in the open without any shelter.149

When the Ministry of Relief and Rehabilitation received Gidwani’s letter, it told the
Ministry of States that it did not know what ‘Harijan refugees’ Gidwani was talking
about, as ‘Our High Commissioner in Karachi is not supposed to send out any refugees
without our prior authorisation.’150

One of the tactics Sri Prakasa used to provoke the Indian government to take offi-
cial action on evacuating Scheduled Caste refugees was to mention that if they did
not migrate, they faced the possibility of forced conversion to Islam in Pakistan. His
assumption herewas that theywere converting from ‘Hinduism’ rather than their own
religious traditions.151 He framed the problem as one in which themarginalized castes
would lose their Hindu identity if the Indian government did not intervene on their
behalf.152 Upper-caste Hindu Indian government ministers sometimes reacted to this
element of Sri Prakasa’s missives as if briefly jolted, galvanized into bursts of transient

147Notes of the ‘Movement Branch’ of the Ministry of Relief and Rehabilitation, 7 April 1949, Ministry
of External Affairs, File No. F.F. 19-9\48-Pak-I, NAI.

148On the official record of and experiences of Dalit refugees inDelhi andEast Bengal, see alsoKaur, Since
1947, pp. 157–180; Sekhar Bandyopadhyay and Anasua Basu Ray Chaudhury, Caste and Partition in Bengal:

The Story of Dalit Refugees, 1946–1961 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2022); and Sen, Citizen Refugee.
149Choithram Gidwani to Mohanlal Saksena, 9 December 1948, ‘Harijan and Other Refugees from Sind

in Saurashtra’, File No. 6(5)-(R)-/49, NAI.
150P. G. Bhandari, Assistant Secretary, Ministry of Relief and Rehabilitation, to the Ministry of States,

21 December 1948, ‘Harijan and Other Refugees from Sind in Saurashtra’, File No. 6(5)-(R)-/49, NAI.
151This raises questions about how officials dealt with religion after Partition which is beyond this arti-

cle’s scope. See P. Sanal Mohan and Joel Lee, ‘Dalit Religion’, Religion Compass, vol. 16, no. 4, 2022, pp. 1–11,
who argue that Dalit religion ought to be studied on its own terms instead of as an adjunct to Hinduism.

152Telegram from Sri Prakasa for Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel, 29 September 1948, (Secret), ‘Harijan and
other Refugees from Sind in Saurashtra’, File No. 6(5)-(R)-/49, NAI.
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action when the possibility of conversion entered the conversation.153 Conversion,
among other things, threatened to reignite old upper-caste Hindu fears about main-
taining a so-called majority, a competitive logic of numbers that the introduction of
the colonial census made possible.154 Still, even these jolts were not enough.

Considering that the situation had further ‘deteriorated’ in 1949 because of reports
of forcible conversion, some government officials again proposed that rather than
pursue organized evacuation, they adopt an unofficial policy of allowing ‘infiltration’
across the western border.155 In October 1949, Minister of Transport Gopalaswami
Ayyangar urged the government of India to deploy ‘non-official’ agencies at the bor-
der to help those intending to migrate so that Pakistan would not accuse India of
official involvement in moving agriculturalists out of Sindh.156 However, in November
1949, the issue was still ‘under consideration’.157 The approach of the Indian govern-
ment, then, was to make the occasional suggestion of undercover operations to assist
Scheduled Caste refugees but not undertake any significant evacuation or resettlement
programme for them.

Sri Prakasa said that he had managed to get some Scheduled Caste refugees across
the border in a clandestine fashion. Hehadhadmore successwith dhobhiswhowashed
and ironed clothes because he had advised them to leave their irons behind. Sweepers
faced a greater likelihood of arrest ‘as they are very strictly watched; and as they are all
known to municipal headmen, they are invariably caught as they try to board steam-
ers. I gave up the effort to send them.’158 According to Jeevanlal Jairamdas, amember of
the Congress Party and a leader of the Harijan Sewak Sangh in Sindh, approximately
200,000 Dalits were in Sindh at the time of Partition, with about 5 per cent of them
emigrating to India.159 But some marginalized caste refugees who had managed to
reach India found conditions in India so bad and the lack of assistance so appalling that
they started to make their way back to Pakistan, a chapter in this story that requires
separate treatment.160

153Government of India, Ministry of External Affairs and Commonwealth Relations, New Delhi, 12 July
1948, File No. F.F. 19-9\48-Pak-I, NAI; ‘Harijan and other Refugees from Sind in Saurashtra’, File No. 6(5)-
(R)-/49, NAI.

154Sumit Sarkar, ‘Hindutva and the Question of Conversions’, in The Concerned Indian’s Guide to

Communalism, (ed.) K. N. Panikkar (New Delhi: Viking, Penguin Books India Ltd, 1999), pp. 73–106; Lee,
Deceptive Majority, p. 40.

155Telegram from V. Shankar, Private Secretary to the Deputy Prime Minister of India, to the Chief
Commissioner of Cutch, and the Dewan of Jodhpur, 1 October 1948, Ministry of External Affairs, File No.
F.F. 19-9\48-Pak-I. Thakur Prem Singh, director of evacuation of the Rajputana states, appears to have
initially suggested this policy: Notes of the ‘movement branch’ of theMinistry of Relief andRehabilitation,
Ministry of External Affairs, File No. F.F. 19-9\48-Pak-I, NAI.

156Gopalaswami Ayyangar, Minister of Transport, to the Ministry of External Affairs, 27 October 1949,
(Top Secret), Ministry of External Affairs and Commonwealth Relations, File No. F.F. 19-9\48-Pak-I, NAI.

157Ministry of External Affairs and Commonwealth Relations, File No. F.F. 19-9\48-Pak-I, NAI.
158Sri Prakasa to S. Dutt, Additional Secretary, Ministry of External Affairs and Commonwealth

Relations, 26 November 1948, Government of India, Ministry of External Affairs, Pakistan (A) Branch, File
No. 30 (68)-Pak III-/49, (Secret), NAI.

159Balasubrahmanyan, interview with Jeevanlal Jairamdas, 26 June 1997, Ahmedabad, in
Balasubrahmanyan, ‘Partition and Gujarat’, pp. 460–484.

160J. V. Gohil to Shewakram Karamchand, Director, Harijan Section, Ministry of Relief and
Rehabilitation, 5 July 1948, Rajendra Prasad Papers, File No. 3-R/48, NAI.
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While Partition divided Punjab, Assam, and Bengal between India and Pakistan,
Sindh remained whole on one side of the new border. Sindhi Hindu refugees lost
most connections to Sindh, including cultural and linguistic ties.161 Still, those Sindhi
Partition refugees who managed to cross the border could deploy their mobility capi-
tal to exercise an element of personal liberty in ‘voting with their feet’ to choose their
country of residence and where they felt safest.162 They exercised a level of choice
in their political allegiances and citizenship, albeit in different ways and to differ-
ent extents in the tumultuous circumstances of Partition.163 These choices were not
available to marginalized castes stuck on one side of the border.

Marginalized castes’ attempts to escape the constraints on theirmovement through
formal means, such as written petitions, were unsuccessful. The Indian government’s
suggestion that they use informal means to cross the border perhaps allowed for
intermittent departures, but this process depended on chance. Caste constrained the
mobility capital of these emigrants and, consequently, their eligibility tomove as freely
as those above them in the caste hierarchy who chose to leave.

Conclusion

Echoes of the past continue to reverberate in the present. In Pakistan today, bureau-
cratic practice and case law often conflate the terms ‘Hindu’, ‘Dalit’, and ‘hari’ (land-
less labourer or agriculturist). Historical caste stigma and ritual impurity are linked
to the religious marginalization of minority groups like Christians and Hindus.164

Advertisements for ‘non-Muslim’ sanitationworkers have recently appeared in Punjab
and Sindh, reserving these jobs for low-caste Christians and Hindus.165 ‘Pakistani
Hindus’ continue to migrate to India clandestinely or on short-term pilgrimage visas
after which they apply for long-term visas.166 They cross the India–Pakistan border
each year for a range of reasons, believing that they will be subject to less religious dis-
crimination in India and able to procure better work and living conditions. Low-caste
identity impedes resettlement, and the path to citizenship is long and challenging,
sometimes ending with fatal results. In 2020, a group of Bhils who hadmigrated across
the border from Pakistan and worked on a farm in Jodhpur district in India died by
mass suicide. Reports suggest that they were under duress because of the expiry of
their visas.167

161Uttara Shahani, ‘Language Without a Land: Partition, Sindhi Refugees, and the Eighth Schedule of
the Indian Constitution’, Asian Affairs, vol. 53, no. 2, 2022, pp. 336–362.

162McAdam, ‘An Intellectual History of Freedom of Movement’, pp. 18–19.
163Chatterji, ‘Dispositions and Destinations’, pp. 273–304; Alexander et al., The Bengal Diaspora.
164Chandra Mallampalli, South Asia’s Christians: Between Hindu and Muslim (New York: Oxford University

Press, 2023), pp. 200–208; Farrukhi, ‘Entangled Impurities’, pp. 6–11; ‘Pakistan: Non-Muslims Forced to
do Sanitary Work’, available at: http://www.humanrights.asia/news/ahrc-news/AHRC-STM-077-2017/,
[accessed 24 February 2025].

165Farrukhi, ‘Entangled Impurities’, pp. 1– 25.
166Natasha Raheja, ‘Our Sisters and Daughters: Pakistani Hindu Migrant Masculinities and Digital

Claims to Indian Citizenship’, Journal of Immigrant and Refugee Studies, vol. 20, no. 2, 2022, p. 201.
167‘2 Years On, No Headway In Suicide of Pakistani Hindu Migrants in Rajasthan’, NDTV, available

at: https://www.ndtv.com/india-news/2-years-on-no-headway-in-suicide-of-pakistani-hindu-migrants-
in-rajasthan-3331465, [accessed 24 February 2025].
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Immigration and emigration are intimately connected, but the two processes are
rarely studied in conjunction. Widening one’s lens to accommodate the constraints
on emigration as well as immigration uncovers essential elements of the history of
how the post-Partition states of India and Pakistan determined citizenship and the
contours of nationhood itself. As the rich scholarship on the legal and material ‘dif-
ferentiated’ rights and realities for minorities has shown, once India and Pakistan
introduced their citizenship laws,168 they took time to settle on who their citizens
would be.169 Restrictions on immigration—limiting entry and eliminating the right
to return—shaped minority citizenship. However, as this article has demonstrated,
restrictions on emigration also defined citizenship.

Though it took a while for India and Pakistan to arrive at the final citizenship rules
that resulted in a liminal status for religious minorities, both countries decided the
nationality of marginalized castes early—even if they did not announce their deci-
sions as such. Pakistan deprived them of the freedom to emigrate, and India refused to
facilitate their right to return or to immigrate when permits and ordinances framed
putative and potential nationality and citizenship.170 Section 3 of the Citizenship Act of
1951 of Pakistan provides that Pakistani citizens were those ‘who or any of whose par-
ents or grandparents was born in the territory now included in Pakistan and who after
the fourteenth day of August, 1947, has not been permanently resident in any coun-
try outside Pakistan’.171 As Ali Usman Qasmi points out, ‘this reaffirmed the status of
those who had ordinarily been resident in “Pakistan” and were also born there while
successfully excluding those—almost all of whom were either Hindu or Sikh—who
had migrated and were permanently resident in another country’.172 In the case of
the coercive inclusion of the marginalized caste refugees that this article discusses,
they had not necessarily been born in Pakistan. Pakistan had forced their country
of residence upon them even before it framed its citizenship laws excluding religious
minorities who had emigrated.

India also adopted citizenship laws that made it difficult for anyone who had immi-
grated to or resided in Pakistan to claim citizenship in India after 1955, making ‘return’
and emigration to India all the more difficult for marginalized castes. Viewing the sta-
tus of marginalized castes at Partition through the lens of the category of religious
minority is, therefore, not sufficient. Like other religious minorities, they were ‘par-
tial citizens’, but their particular lack of mobility capital was an additional hindrance,
and in Ambedkar’s terms, they constituted ‘more than a minority’. The prohibitions
on exit resulted in forced political assimilation and the same deprivations of dena-
tionalization: material statelessness and arbitrariness. It operated as a mechanism of

168See, for instance, Ansari and Gould, Boundaries of Belonging; Jayal, Citizenship and its Discontents;
Anupama Roy, Mapping Citizenship in India (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2010); Qasmi, Qaum, Mulk,

Sultanat.
169Ansari and Gould, Boundaries of Belonging, p. 178.
170Zamindar, The Long Partition; Qasmi, Qaum, Mulk, Sultanat, p. 22.
171The Pakistan Citizenship Act, 1951, available at: https://pakistancode.gov.pk/pdffiles/administrator

a2b6f3407a109a491d47d649f6ff0c01.pdf, [accessed 24 February 2025].
172Qasmi, Qaum, Mulk, Sultanat, p. 64.
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social control173 and sovereign confinement.174 It established not only a hierarchy of
citizenship but kept people bound to it without their consent.

Migration ‘crises’ have dominated the headlines in the recent past, highlighting
the numbers of people on the move. Exit control, containment, immobilization, and
detention continue to correspond with regimes of non-entrée as part of modern
nation-states’ management of mobility. Current policies of externalization that rich
nations of the Global North implement are one of the starkest examples of this. At
the same time that Europe works to limit entry by impeding exit through border
externalization and the interception of migrants to prevent them from reaching their
destinations, Israel is using all-too-familiar tactics of expulsion, refusing return, and
containment to maintain violent control over Palestinians. Better accounting for his-
tories of controlling who can and cannot emigrate is essential for understanding and
responding to present violence. Immobilizing people can be just as powerful as forcing
them intomovement. Consequently, immobility and constraints on the ability to leave
continue to remain significant in many contexts and demand greater attention along-
side immigration control in studies of border control, refugee regimes, and modern
citizenship.
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