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TRANSLATION AS A SURVIVAL TOOL FOR REFUGEES: A CASE OF PAKISTANI REFUGEES 
IN NEPAL 

Nirmala Khatri 

 The present article discusses the importance of 
translation for refugees to survive in a new 
language speaking country. I have presented a 
case study of Pakistani refugees living in the 
Budhanilkantha area. This study was conducted 
using a questionnaire and observation. The 
findings show that the skill of translation is 
essential for them. It is employed as a survival 
tool for the refugees in various aspects of their 
life, including the economic, the social and the 
educational.  
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1. Introduction 

Language is an essential part of our individual and 
community lives as well as an essential tool for 
learning. Diversity of languages and cultures and 
necessity of communication across them rendered 
translation as an essential tool. The significance of 
translation in our daily life is extensively 
multidimensional. Translation has not only paved 
the way forward for global interaction but also has 
allowed nations to forge an interactive 
relationship in various aspects like international 
diplomacy, and exchanges of culture as well as 
technical information. One of the major problems 
the world today facing is the growing number of 
refugees. According to the United Nations (2012), 
refugees are the persons who have fled their 
country or been expelled from it and cannot or 
will not return because of the natural catastrophe, 
war or military occupation or fear of religious, 
racial or political persecution. 

Deprived of the protection of their state and often 
detached from their families and communities of 
origin, refugees are living a life vulnerable to 
violence. It is estimated that there are 25.4 million 
refugees around the world (UNHCR, 2018). 
Having lost everything; land, occupation, 
language and families, assimilating in the new 
country is always challenging for them. They 

have lost their home which means the familiarity 
of daily life. They have lost their occupation and 
confidence that they are of any use in the world. 
They have lost their language which means the 
naturalness of reaction, the simplicity of gestures, 
and the unaffected expressions of feelings. In this 
context, I examine the barriers and challenges 
faced by refugees due to the inefficiency of 
translation and finally I observe how translation 
has become a survival tool for refugees; a case of 
Pakistani refugees in Nepal. 

1.1. Who are the Pakistani refugees? 

Pakistan is a country with a population of over 
191.7 million. The population is composed of 95 
percent Muslims (of which 75 percent is Sunni 
and 25 percent is Shia). The remaining 5 percent 
includes the Hindus, the Christians, the Ahmadis 
and others. The Ahmadiya community is found to 
be arranged as a distinct set of population and not 
within the Muslims.   

 Article 260 of the Pakistani Constitution states 
the following:  

"Muslim" means a person who believes in the 
unity and oneness of Almighty Allah, in the 
absolute and unqualified finality of the of 
Muhammad (peace be upon him), the last of 
the prophets and does not believe in, or 
recognize as a prophet or religious reformer, 
any person who claimed or claims to be a 
prophet, in any sense of the word or of any 
description whatsoever, after Muhammad 
(peace be upon him); and "non-Muslim" 
means a person who is not a Muslim and 
includes a person belonging to the Christian, 
Hindu, Sikh, Buddhist or Parsi community, a 
person of the Quadiani group or the Lahori 
group (who call themselves Ahmadis or by 
any other name), or a Bahai, and a person 
belonging to any of the scheduled castes. 
(1973)  
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The penal code was amended in 1984 and made it 
illegal for the Ahmadis in Pakistan to call them 
Muslims and practice or propagate their faith as 
Muslims (AI 24 Jan. 2014; Reuters 21 Nov. 
2015).  

Pakistani laws prohibit the Ahmadis from 
identifying themselves as Muslims, and their 
freedom of religion has been curtailed by a series 
of ordinances, Acts and constitutional 
amendments. The Ahmadis are considered the 
least deserving minority in terms of equal 
opportunities and civil rights. The Ahmadis 
community considers themselves Muslims and 
believes that their founder, Ghulam Ahmed, is a 
Messiah. Ahmed claimed to be the metaphorical 
second coming of Jesus of Nazareth and divine 
guide whose advent was foretold by Prophet 
Mohammad. Thus challenging the very Shahadah, 
the first pillar of Muslim, where the Muslims are 
to declare that there is no God but Allah, and the 
Mohammad is the prophet of God.   

Pakistani laws not only created the fearful 
situation but also made the community deprived 
of justice. With the fear of prosecution and 
violence, these people choose, the last option, as 
to flee from the country to save their lives. There 
are around 350 Ahmadis refugees in Nepal, 
residing in Budhanilkantha-10 and the 
Maharajgunj area in Kathmandu. The major 
languages spoken by these people are –Urdu, 
Saraiki, Punjabi and Sindi.   

1.2. Refugees and translation 

Language is the major tool of communication. In 
its absence our everyday communication is 
beyond imagination. Our everyday survival 
remains at stake if we fail to connect ourselves 
with others through the language that we share 
with them.  

According to Everett (2012), given the kind of 
brain that human beings have and given the fact 
that humans are social animals, language emerged 
as an instrumental product of certain cognitive 
capacities of the human brain to meet some of the 
requirements of being the kind of social animal 
that we are. Among the different social problems, 
language helps to solve those problems that have 

to do with communication and maintain social 
cohesion.  

The foremost challenge that the refugees face, 
after arriving in the new country, is due to the 
differences in languages. Every country in the 
world is multilingual.  Grimes estimated that 
around 6000 languages are spoken throughout the 
world (as cited in Tucker, 1998, p.3). Language is 
a means of transferring thoughts and ideas, but the 
refugees find a problem in understanding the 
language of the new country. With the difficulty 
in speaking, understanding and learning the 
language of a new country, they face problems at 
every step. It is either the matter of settlement, 
purchasing goods in the market, for getting 
opportunities, or may it be communicating with 
the people around, each and every aspect of their 
lives is full of challenges and obstacles. Living a 
life of refugees is itself a problem. 

 It is through language one can express his/her 
feelings, ideas and stories. It can also act as 
supportive interventions to address the effects of 
loss, the pain of displacement and trauma of these 
refugees.  Language is an expression of identity 
and its absence creates difficulties in 
communication. Lack of communication makes 
the people aloof in the very society live in.             

  In this context, translation acts as a bridge to 
communicate. According to Brislin (as cited in 
Bhattarai, Adhikari & Phyak, 2011, p. 1) 
"Translation is the general term referring to the 
transfer of the thoughts and ideas from one 
language to another whether the languages are in 
written or oral form". It helps to act as a medium 
of communication between the people of different 
languages. It is through translation that the 
speakers of different languages are able to 
communicate and share their knowledge. 
Translation is the tool for survival for refugees. 
After arriving in an unknown country, the major 
tool for their survival is ability of understanding 
the language through which they can 
communicate with the people. When they become 
able to communicate with the people of the new 
country, then only they are able to express their 
problems and needs; they can ask for   help and 
get information. This is the medium through 
which they can assimilate in the new society. 
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2. Objectives  

The objectives of this case study were: 

 To find out how translation has played a 
significant role as a tool for survival for 
Pakistani refugees. 

 To explore the necessity of translation for their 
survival in a new country. 

3. Methodology  

In order to get a broader picture of the existing 
barriers and difficulties that the refugees are 
facing due to the lack of translation skill, an 
interview was carried out. Two families from 
Pakistani refugees living in the Budhanilkantha-
10 areas were selected purposively as the 
respondents. I adopted an interview-based 
descriptive qualitative research. "A popular 
approach [...], the one-to-one interview, is a data 
collection process in which the researcher asks the 
questions to participants and records answer from 
only one in the study at a time” (Creswell, 2011, 
p. 218). So, I collected details by interviewing two 
families of Pakistani refugees residing in the 
Budhanilkantha area.  

4. Results and discussion  

In the case of refugees, translation acts as a 
significant tool for survival. Its absence leads to 
various difficulties even in living and getting 
assimilated in the new country.  The difficulties 
that the refugees face are discussed in the 
subsequent sections. 

4.1 Economic aspects 

The difficulty in communication because of 
differences in language is one of the major 
problems refugees faced after arriving in the new 
country. This ensuing communication barrier 
undoubtedly contributed to increasing tension and 
stress in every economic aspect, either a simple 
household shopping or finding a place to live or 
getting jobs to run their livelihood, these refugees 
face a lot of problems. Lack of understanding of 
the new language brings a communication gap 
and creates barriers. To cope with all these 
difficulties, translation can help to a large extent 
by making them able to understand and integrate 
in a new language speaking society. For bridging 

this gap, these refugees attempted to communicate 
by using gestures, signs and symbols which could 
not prove to be a perfect solution to the problem 
of communicating with Nepali speaking people. 
Furthermore, they need translation to understand 
and be understood by the Nepali speakers.   

4.2 Social aspects  

Our everyday life is in turmoil when our social 
ties are cut off. In the case of refugees, they 
reported that their inability to communicate in the 
new linguistic atmosphere made them isolated. 
Being able to speak and write in the language of 
the host country creates confidence and self-
assurance allowing them to communicate and 
helping to build bonding with other people in the 
community. However, the refugees shared their 
experience that this important aspect was missing 
from their lives.  The language barrier prevented 
them from socializing and assimilating in the new 
society. They remain aloof in the community 
which brings problems in their living as well. It is 
because living does not only mean getting food to 
eat and place to stay but also being integrated in 
the society. Moreover, being able to communicate 
in the native language helps them to know the 
cultural diversity as well. These refugees are 
facing problems because of language differences 
and inability of translating. 

4.3 Educational aspects 

 Education is the key to success but the language 
barrier prevents the refugees from acquiring it. 
Raising the children in an unfamiliar culture is 
often challenging. Regarding schooling, parents 
feel disappointed to see their children struggling 
to keep up in class and facing discrimination and 
bullying. A child faces difficulties in coping up in 
a new educational environment because of 
language differences. Ability of translation can 
bridge these gaps and helps the children assimilate 
in the new linguistic environment. Not only that, 
it helps the children have access to education as 
well. To learn the language of the host country 
they must get translation facilities. 

5. Conclusion 

 Difference in languages and cultures poses a 
challenge for the people who are forced to flee 
from the country of their origin and relocate in 
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another country. Leaving everything behind, they 
have been used to throughout their life in their 
native land and fleeing away in search of safety is 
not a situation that anyone wants to find 
themselves in. When they arrive in another 
country, they often face discrimination and 
xenophobia mainly because of their failure to 
communicate with the people of the host country. 
In the absence of a communicative means to get 
connected with the people speaking a different 
language, everyday survival becomes very 
difficult.  In such a situation, translation can help 
in handling the difficulties from simple (clothing 
and food) to the complex (medical and 
psychological care).   It helps to solve the 
communication problem between the native 
people and refugees. Translation ability not only 
helps when responding to emergency crisis and 
getting essential information   but also helps to 
ease the pain of traumatic experience. At present, 
UNHCR in Nepal is helping these Pakistani 
refugees in different aspects   such as providing 
economic assistance, helping them to process 
further for their settlement in the western 
countries, managing classes to learn the Nepali 
language for making them able to communicate 
with Nepali speakers. In this way, translation is 
truly essential for these refugees to survive.  After 
analyzing the case of Pakistani refugees in Nepal, 
we can generalize that the case of other refugees 
around the world is really vulnerable.  
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