The Influx of Refugees in Pakistan (1947—-
Onwards)

Mass Migration at Partition (1947)

After the creation of Pakistan in August 1947, nearly eight million Muslim refugees
(Muhajireen) migrated from India to Pakistan. They left behind their homes, property, and
belongings due to communal violence and insecurity. It became the largest migration in modern
history. Refugees were settled mainly in Punjab, Sindh, and Karachi, where they faced food
shortages, disease, and lack of housing.

Refugee Camps and Settlement

To manage the sudden population influx, the government of Pakistan established refugee camps
in major cities like Lahore, Karachi, and Rawalpindi. These camps provided temporary shelter,
food, and medical care. Later, many refugees were given land in Punjab and jobs in the civil
service. Despite difficulties, refugees became an important part of Pakistan’s early society.

Impact on Politics and Administration

Many educated refugees joined Pakistan’s government service, bureaucracy, and politics. For
example, Karachi, the first capital, became home to large numbers of Urdu-speaking migrants.
Refugees played a major role in strengthening Pakistan’s administration and economy, though
sometimes tensions arose with local populations over resources and jobs.

Afghan Refugee Influx (1979 onwards)

Another major wave of refugees entered Pakistan after the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in
1979. Millions of Afghan refugees crossed into Pakistan, settling mainly in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
and Balochistan. Pakistan became the host of the largest refugee population in the world. Camps
were created, but many Afghans also lived in cities. Their presence brought both challenges and
cultural exchange.

Social and Economic Challenges

The refugee influx put heavy pressure on Pakistan’s economy, housing, education, and health
services. In Karachi and other cities, population growth caused overcrowding and ethnic
tensions. However, some refugees contributed to trade, transport, and business. International
organizations like the UNHCR supported Pakistan with aid, but the strain remained.

Government Policies and International Role

The government of Pakistan, with the help of international organizations, created refugee
registration systems, provided camps, and started programs for education and healthcare. In the



case of Afghan refugees, Pakistan worked with the UN to support voluntary repatriation.
Refugee issues also influenced Pakistan’s foreign policy, especially relations with Afghanistan
and Western countries.

Historical Importance

The influx of refugees is a central theme in Pakistan’s history after 1947. It shows the
difficulties of building a new country, the humanitarian role played by Pakistan, and the long-
term effects on society and politics. The refugee issue remains important even today, especially
regarding Afghan refugees still living in Pakistan.



