
Breaking the Last L i n k 
WH E N Pakistan f i r s t proposed 

the inst i tut ion of passports 
between the two countries, the pro
posal was opposed by India . But 
subsequently, it was the Govern
ment of Ind ia who formally enfore
ed it on the 15th of this month, 
the date on which Pakistan had 
earlier intended to bring this system 
into force. Pakistan later wanted 
postponement by a month to which 
the Government of Ind ia d id not 
agree. The legal position is a l i t t le 
obscure at the moment, but f rom 
press reports it appears that Pakis
tan also inaugurated the system 
formally but two days after the 
Government of Ind ia . 

On this side of the country, it 
has hardly produced a ripple, as a 
system of permits had long been in 
operation for entry into and exit 
from Western Pakistan which differs 
l i t t le f rom passports. The only 
untoward event was the refusal by 
the Bombay Police to a group of 
people coming by sea from Kara 
chi to land wi thout the neces
sary papers. They had been given 
permits due to expire on the date 
the passports were to come into 
force. But as Pakistan had asked 
for postponement, they had not 
and perhaps could not obtain the 
necessary papers as Karachi officials 
had taken it for granted that post
ponement would be given. The 
refusal to allow them to land would 
mean that either they return to 
Karachi , or go on by the same ship 
to Marmagoa, in which case they 
can enter the Ind ian U n i o n w i t h 
out any let or indrance, as no pass
port is necessary to enter Ind ia 
f rom Portuguese territory. 

When one turns to the Eastern 
frontier, what a colossal difference! 
F rom the moment that Pakistan 
first announced the proposal for the 
introduct ion of a passport system, 
the Hindus of East Bengal, never 
very secure in the land of their 
b i r th , saw in i t , r ightly or 
wrongly, a new threat to their free
dom and security and a stream of 
refugees started moving to West 
Bengal. Long before the D day, 
thousands started pouring in into 
West Bengal by al l available means 
of transport. D u r i n g the last few 
days, the pressure of people flowing 
in and the confusion, suffering and 
dislocation caused have been indes
cribable. As many or more arc 
reported to be crowding along the 
railway lines, wai t ing to be trans
ported. Those more desperate or 

nearer the border have come all 
the way on foot w i t h what l i t t le 
belongings they could carry and the 
scene at the border stations and 
checking points can well be ima
gined. 

Before this fresh influx started, 
West Bengal had brought the refu
gee problem under some sort of con
t ro l by straining their resources to 
the utmost. Relief camps had been 
cleared, refugees had been moved to 
rehabilitation centres'- where they 
could be provided w i t h land or 
work. Then came this bolt from 
the blue. Not only hundreds of 
thousands of Hindus are coming 
away but the members of Muslims 
who have left East Pakistan or are 
now wai t ing to cross the borders 
into West Bengal or Assam are 
quite considerable. West Ben
gal took the f i rm stand that if this 
threat had to be faced, let it be. 
faced once for all and firmly oppos
ed postponement of the introduc
tion " of passports. In this, they 
were supported by the Government 
of India, If the threat were to 
hang over the two Bengals indefi
nitely—the situation could not be 
worse—but it could be long drawn. 
A surgical operation, it was felt, 
was preferable to a running sore. 
Here the analogy ends. For an 
operation cures. Restriction on 
movement of people between the 
two Bengals even in the present 
social and economic relations five 
years after the part i t ion of the 
country, or regularisation of domi
cile of the people on paper, w i l l 
not hasten the process which makes 
people of one country ' a l i ens ' in 
another in their social, and econo
mic relations. 

True enough, the passport system 
is a necessary evil of modern times, 
and is now in vogue all over the 
wor ld . This is a device which no 
state can afford to forego, for 
implementing its national policies, 
e.g. large scale immigrat ion of 
indigent people, of politically un
desirable aliens, etc. The economic 
definition of a nation is an area be
tween which and the wor ld outside, 
the movement of labour and capital 
is not free. The conditions of' the 
two Bengals do not satisfy this defi
n i t ion. This is the root of the 
trouble. Some day, perhaps they 
w i l l . When they do, passports w i l l 
cease to matter and w i l l come to 
be regarded as no more than a 
minor vexation. T h a t day is not 
yet. 

The purpose behind the pass
ports can therefore only be to hasten 
this transition, to bui ld up East 
Bengal as a separate ' n a t i o n ' in 
the economic sense of the term. 
West Pakistan has been one from 
its inception. Can East Pakistan 
be transformed into one, wi thout 
forced exchange of population that 
gave West its economic, polit ical 
and social homogenity? 

Whatever may be done to make 
the system of passports as simple 
and as li t t le troublesome as pos
sible — the draft regulations drawn 
up do show a good deal of consi
deration for covering all sorts of 
special cases—for the type of people 
who move between the two Ben
gals, it w i l l be deterrant just the 
same. The i r illiteracy and poverty 
make fill ing up a form, paying the 
prescribed fee and going to the 
appropriate authority sufficient 
obstacles in themselves. The slow-
moving administrative machinery of 
the two governments and the 
opportunity for abuse the system 
opens up w i l l make the obstacles 
even harder to overcome. 

The communal fury that imme
diately took possession of the masses 
in the Nor th West very realistic
ally solved the problem both for the 
people and the Government, result
i ng in Western Pakistan having 
managed to drive out most of the 
minority communities and there was 
also" transfer of large numbers of 
the Muslims from the Western 
States of India. Faced wi th this 
fait accompli where there was no 
going back, the Government of 
India had to put their resources 
together to f ind ways and means of 
rehabilitating the migrated popula
tion of West Pakistan. Though 
that task has not been fulfil led to 
the satisfaction of the displaced per
sons, it has doubtless crossed the 
first hurdle and the displaced per
sons are gradually getting them
selves absorbed into the permanent 
social and economic life of the 
country. 

The circumstances under which 
part i t ion took place on the Western 
front however was quite different. 
Gandhiji 's precepts, however un
realistic they might have sounded to 
the people of the West, had effect 
on the people of the East and West 
Bengal a. the time. The exodus of 
population from both sides that 
immediately followed par t i t ion gra
dually came to a stop and at least 
for a period, Hindus of East Ben-
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gal and Muslim of West. Bengal 
felt t ha t they could live peacefully 
and settle their disputes and differ
ences in the countries of their b i r t h . 
Conditions or the attitude of the 
Government of East Bengal have 
not always been such as to convey 
sufficient reassurance to the Hindus 
that they could make Pakistan their 
home , but the fact remains that out 
of the total H i n d u population of 
128 lakhs in East Bengal recorded 
in the Census of 1941, despite the 
temporary setback in the otherwise 
peaceful relation between the two 
Bengals wrought by the communal 
fury of 1950, although there have 
been pin-pricks and minor clashes, 
displaced persons enumerated in 
West Bengal in the 1951 Census 
d id not exceed 21 lakhs. Thus, not 
only the major port ion of the minor
ities were still in East Pakistan, 
before the present exodus, their 
number excecded 106 lakhs. The 
magnitude of the problem is not 
always realised outside Bengal. 

W i t h all the Government resour
ces harnessed to the rehabilitation 
of the refugees from West Pakis
tan, the problem of rehabilitating 
this large chunk had almost brought 
the resources of Ind ia to a break
ing point and one dreads to think 
what would have happened, had 
the transfer of population from 
East Pakistan taken place at 
the same pace and at the same time. 
The resettlement of the minority 
from East Bengal, though a very 
small percentage of them have 
moved into the Ind ian Union, has 
not been an easy task and still 
remains unsolved. Therefore the 
contribution of the people of East 
Pakistan in keeping themselves to 
their parent country to lightening 
the Government's problem of re
habilitation has not been inconsi
derable, though l i t t le appreciated. 

At the time the Delhi Pact was 
negotiated between the Premiers of 
Ind ia and Pakistan, the impact of 
the movement of population from 
their country on the Eastern front 
had been fully appreciated. What 
led Pakistan to break away 
from this understanding would be 
difficult to explain except on 
the assumption of a desire for the 
complete disruption of economic 
relations. 

T h e economies of Eastern Paki
stan and West Bengal are t ied in 
an inextricable knot. There are 
thousands and thousands of East 
Pakistani Muslims who are the 
bread winners for their families in 






