
 
 

Pakistan Security Research Unit (PSRU) 
 

Brief Number 11 
 
 
 

 

An Uncertain Voice: the MQM in 
Pakistan’s Political Scene  

 

 
Julian Richards 

 

26th April 2007 
 



 

About the Pakistan Security Research Unit (PSRU) 
 
The Pakistan Security Research Unit (PSRU) was established in the Department of 
Peace Studies at the University of Bradford, UK, in March 2007. It serves as an 
independent portal and neutral platform for interdisciplinary research on all aspects of 
Pakistani security, dealing with Pakistan's impact on regional and global security, 
internal security issues within Pakistan, and the interplay of the two. PSRU provides 
information about, and critical analysis of, Pakistani security with particular emphasis 
on extremism/terrorism, nuclear weapons issues, and the internal stability and 
cohesion of the state. PSRU is intended as a resource for anyone interested in the 
security of Pakistan and provides: 
 
• Briefing papers; 
• Reports; 
• Datasets; 
• Consultancy; 
• Academic, institutional and media links; 
• An open space for those working for positive change in Pakistan and for those 

currently without a voice. 
 
PSRU welcomes collaboration from individuals, groups and organisations, which 
share our broad objectives. Please contact us at psru@bradford.ac.uk We welcome 
you to look at the website available through: 
http://spaces.brad.ac.uk:8080/display/ssispsru/Home  

Other PSRU Publications 
 
The following papers are freely available through the Pakistan Security Research Unit 
(PSRU) 
 
• Brief number 1. Pakistan, Biological Weapons and the BTWC  
• Brief number 2. Sectarianism in Pakistan  
• Brief number 3. Pakistan, the Taliban and Dadullah  
• Brief number 4. Security research in Pakistan  
• Brief number 5. Al-Qaeda in Pakistan  
• Brief number 6. The 2007 Elections and the Future of Democracy in Pakistan  
• Brief number 7. The Balochistan Conflict: Towards a Lasting Peace  
• Brief number 8. The Landlord, the Mollah and the Military: the Education Issue in 

Pakistan.  
• Brief number 9. Attacks on Uzbek Militants in South Waziristan: Issues and 

Implications of an Internal Jihad  
• Brief number 10. Towards a Durable Peace in Waziristan 
• Brief number 11. An Uncertain Voice: the MQM in Pakistan’s Political Scene 
 
All these papers are freely available from: 
http://spaces.brad.ac.uk:8080/display/ssispsru/Home 
 

 2

mailto:psru@bradford.ac.uk
http://spaces.brad.ac.uk:8080/display/ssispsru/Home
http://spaces.brad.ac.uk:8080/display/ssispsru/Home


An Uncertain Voice: the MQM in Pakistan’s  
Political Scene 

 
Dr Julian Richards1 

 
 
One of the more curious players in the contemporary political scene in Pakistan is the 
Muttahida Qaumi Movement (MQM). Unlike the Pakistan People’s Party (PPP), the 
MQM is not maneouvering towards a role in central government should President 
Musharraf restore civilian democracy2. Nor does the MQM achieve as much limelight 
in the media outside of Pakistan as do the religious parties and movements, whether 
they be the major opposition force in government (as is the case with the multi-party 
alliance, the MMA), or militant Islamist groups aiming to unseat Musharraf instantly 
and violently through assassination.  
 
The MQM remains a political force with which to be reckoned in the national political 
scene, however, and demonstrated this through the successful staging of a mass rally 
in Karachi on Sunday 15 April, which some estimates numbered at 100,000 people3. 
The rally was in response to a set of recent incidents in Islamabad in which groups of 
militant fundamentalists connected with the Lal Masjid mosque and described as 
“Pakistan’s Taliban”, forcibly occupied a children’s library, attacked shops selling 
videos and music, and abducted a handful of women charged with “immoral 
activities”. In typically colourful language, the MQM had called for a show of 
solidarity against what it calls “Kalashnikov Shariat”. The rally was addressed for an 
hour and a half by the founder and leader of the MQM since its launch in 1984, Altaf 
Hussain, somewhat bizarrely down a telephone line from London, where Hussain has 
remained in self-imposed exile since 1992.  
 
The party still clearly commands a high degree of public mobilisation and influence in 
Pakistan’s largest and economically most significant city, Karachi, and does so even 
though its spiritual leader has not set foot in the country for fifteen years. In terms of 
policy, the MQM is also showing that there is a significant moderate portion of the 
population in Pakistan who feel threatened by extreme fundamentalism and the 
potential “Talibanisation” of Pakistan’s politics and society. Altaf Hussain speaks 
specifically of wanting to pursue the policies of a secular, liberal democracy. He is 
strongly against Islamist militancy, although he is keen to demonstrate that he and the 
MQM have strong Islamic principles. Unusually within Pakistan, he has thrown the 
MQM’s support behind Musharraf’s war on terrorism and his support to the US in so 
doing. In this way, the MQM occupies a very different political space from the 
Islamic parties such as JUI and Jamaat-i Islami, both of which were previously the 
most popular political parties in the 1960s and 1970s among the Urdu-speaking 

                                                 
1 Dr Julian Richards is a Research Fellow at Brunel Centre for Intelligence and Security Studies 
(BCISS), Brunel University. The views expressed are entirely those of Julian Richards and should not 
be construed as reflecting the views of the PSRU, Department of Peace Studies or the University of 
Bradford. 
2 D Nelson (2007, April 15). Defiant Bhutto plans return. The Sunday Times, p.22 
3 Z Khan (2007, April 16). Pakistanis Rally Against Mosque. ABC News. From 
http://abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory?id=3044435, accessed 17 April 2007 
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constituencies of southern Pakistan, but which have been decimated electorally in 
these areas by the emergence of the MQM.  
 
In many other ways, however, the MQM remains a somewhat paradoxical and opaque 
organisation, which, as its name suggests, is more “movement” than “party”. Despite 
its undeniably strong support in the key urban areas of Sindh province, the MQM still 
regrettably offers little in the way of clear political direction for the majority of 
Pakistanis, and in many ways remains the local-issue pressure group at heart that is 
has always been since its formation twenty years ago. In traditional political 
terminology, it remains difficult to codify the MQM. The party demonstrates a 
curious combination of nationalist, secular, ethnic-chauvinist, and socialist tendencies, 
all led by an unelected spiritual figurehead – more “Pir” than President - with whom 
the party is inextricably associated. Its attempts in the early 1990s to spread its wings 
from the local, ethno-nationalist group it represented at inception to a more national, 
popular secular party that could challenge the likes of the PPP and Pakistan Muslim 
League (PML), ended up miring the party in bitter factional dispute and violence 
which led to Altaf Hussain’s exile and a near implosion of the organisation. In many 
ways the MQM has barely recovered from this bitter period in its history.  
 
The MQM is a rare example of a political party, who, through a feat of semantic 
acrobatics, has changed its name and ostensibly its central ideology, but retained its 
acronym and more importantly its support base. The movement began in the late 
1970s, immediately after the dissolution of Zulfikar Ali Bhutto’s PPP government by 
General Zia-ul Haq, as a student pressure-group called the All Pakistan Mohajir 
Students’ Organisation (APMSO). Despite its name, the group was based firmly in 
Karachi and neighbouring urban centres in Sindh, and explicitly fought for the 
interests of a constituency of Urdu-speaking students in those cities. It was the first 
time a notion of “Mohajir” identity had received any sort of major political 
expression. The APMSO was born at a time of burgeoning regional and ethnic 
expressions by Baluchis, Pakhtuns, Sindhis and Punjabis, which formed the 
battleground for resources in such critical areas as higher education and the civil 
service. As migrants and their offspring from northern India, the substantial Urdu-
speaking constituency in urban Sindh belonged to none of these “indigenous” 
identities and felt itself marginalised. Under Altaf Hussain’s leadership, the “Mohajir” 
identity (meaning Islamic migrant or refugee) was elevated for the first time to the 
status of “nationality” to compete with the other indigenous Pakistani identities.  
 
With all student organisations banned by General Zia, Altaf Hussain and his 
supporters evolved the Mohajir movement into a wider ethno-nationalist movement 
called the Mohajir Qaumi Mahaz (Mohajir National Movement). This was launched 
in Karachi in 1984, and organised its first major public rally in the city in 1986. The 
movement proved to be a very powerful political catalyst for the Urdu-speaking 
populations of the major cities of Sindh province, who had previously favoured 
Islamic (and thus pointedly non-ethnic or nationalist) parties such as Jamaat-i Islami. 
The transformation was rapid, striking, and very comprehensive in the constituencies 
it represented. It was clear that the majority of Urdu-speakers in Karachi felt they had 
a found an exciting and powerful new political voice.  
 
Such was the party’s meteoric rise that, when Benazir Bhutto’s PPP formed the new 
civilian government on the demise of General Zia in 1988, it had to do so in coalition 
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with the MQM in Sindh to secure the government. The MQM has retained its levels 
of political support ever since, representing the majority party in the Sindh Provincial 
Assembly and one of the largest parties in national government behind the PPP and 
PML. Under General Musharraf and the National Assembly elections of 2002, the 
MQM was the fifth largest party with 17 seats (behind Bhutto’s PPP, two factions of 
the PML and the Islamic party alliance, the MMA), and the fourth largest party in the 
Senate in the elections a year later with 6 seats. Although not strong enough to 
challenge for central government alone, the MQM remains a significant “kingmaker” 
in its capacity to forge – and break – government coalitions.  

 
The conundrum for the original MQM, however, was that it was based on a strident 
and chauvinist ethno-nationalist expression in the shape of the “Mohajir” identity. By 
definition, this set maximum limits on its popular appeal, since it would never be 
supported by other ethnic groups towards whom it was antagonistic.  
 
One of the problems was to be found in the nature of the somewhat engineered and 
“imagined” concept of Mohajir nationality. The Mohajir identity that Altaf Hussain 
and his cohorts promoted in the late 1970s was based on a complex web of factors. 
One of the most important was a strong commitment to the nation of Pakistan, 
evidenced by the fact that the Mohajirs’ forebears had chosen to migrate several 
hundreds of miles from areas in northern and Western India, often in perilous 
conditions, to build the new nation. This “commitment through sacrifice” to move to 
Pakistan was threatened and belittled by “indigenous” identities in the new nation, 
such as Sindhis and Baluchis, who paid more heed to their own ethnic cultures and 
histories and often appeared to place these higher in importance than building the new 
nation. This, the myth goes, effectively made the Mohajirs feel “strangers in their own 
land”.  

 
The former chairman of the MQM, Azim Ahmed Tariq, reflected these sentiments 
when he said to the author in 1991 that Mohajir youth, when applying for education or 
position in professional institutions, “..are asked where their parents come from”.  He 
continued:  

 
“We thought, we had given such sacrifices: two million were killed in the 
Partition: this memory returned to us”4.  

 
Tariq was referring here to ethnic quotas introduced during the Zulfikar Ali Bhutto 
era, which were aimed at positively discriminating towards Sindhis and other groups 
in Sindh Province in particular, who were under-represented in higher education and 
the civil service. This hit the Urdu-speaking community in cities such as Karachi who 
had previously dominated such institutions, largely because they were a more 
urbanised and educated community than their markedly rural Sindhi neighbours. 
Tariq was implying that, to be asked where you come from in your own land and for 
this to have a bearing on whether you gained access to prized opportunities in 
education or employment, was particularly galling in the light of the collective 
“memory” of “two million” being killed to forge the state of Pakistan.  
 

                                                 
4 Interview with the author, Karachi, 13 March 1991 
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In terms of ethnic and nationalist mobilisation, Wright observes that the Mohajirs 
represent an interesting twist in the centre-periphery model of “intergroup 
configuration” espoused by Schermerhorn5. The Mohajirs were effectively a power-
holding “elite” at the formation of Pakistan, at a time when the capital was sited in 
Karachi, and the first government was hand-picked by Muhammad Ali Jinnah (who 
had come from Bombay) and led by the Urdu-speaking migrant Prime Minister, 
Liaquat Ali Khan. This was despite the fact that the majority ethnic group in the new 
country was overwhelmingly the Punjabis, and that the Mohajirs in urban Sindh were 
numerically very much a minority within the country as a whole. Over time, however, 
the Punjabis have evolved to become a true majority, in Schermerhorn’s terms, in that 
they have both size and power, as the capital was moved to Lahore and later 
Islamabad, and the numerical dominance of the Punjabis in all walks of life including 
the military has made itself felt6. The Urdu-speakers in Sindh Province have therefore 
lost much of their elite status over time, and become minor players in the corridors of 
power in Pakistan, especially during the long periods when the military have been in 
charge.  
 
Like many ethnic and nationalist identities, the Mohajirs are also something of a 
circumstantialist construction with elements of myth and selective reading of history, 
much like the Malays7, the Scots8 and numerous other examples. On the factor of the 
Partition violence, for example, it is interesting to note that the two million figure for 
the dead quoted by Azim Ahmed Tariq above is very much at the top end of the 
estimates, with many observers favouring a figure closer to 500,0009. Furthermore, of 
the estimated 15 million people who moved between the two new states of India and 
Pakistan after the Partition, the vast majority moved in both directions between the 
two partitioned provinces of Punjab and Bengal, and these were the areas in which 
much of the worst communal violence was seen. Karachi, meanwhile, received just 9 
percent of all migrants who entered Pakistan in the years immediately following the 
Partition10, yet the “Mohajir” identity has not found any resonance and is very largely 
ignored outside of urban Sindh, with the possible exception of the community of 
Urdu-speaking Biharis in what has become Bangladesh (formerly East Pakistan). In 
practical terms, therefore, Altaf Hussain’s Mohajirs equate to a very specific subset of 
people residing in Karachi, Hyderabad and smaller cities in Sindh, rather than to the 
numerically much greater population of migrants and their descendants in Punjab, 
Bangladesh or other areas.  
 
In 1991, perhaps realizing that a belligerent ethnic stance placed a cap on the political 
possibilities of the party, Altaf Hussain made a bold move to transform the MQM into 

                                                 
5 See R A Schermerhorn (1970). Comparative Ethnic Relations. New York: Random House, p.13 
6 T P Wright Jr (1991). Center-Periphery Relations and Ethnic Conflict in Pakistan: Sindhis, Muhajirs, 
and Punjabis. Comparative Politics, Vol 23(3), April 1991, pp.299-300 
7 P Thomas (1997). Communication and National Identity: Towards an inclusive vision. World 
Association for Christian Communication Mission (WACC), 1997(2), from 
http://www.wacc.org.uk/wacc/publications/media_development/archive/1997_2/communication_and_n
ational_identity_towards_an_inclusive_vision  
8 A Kearton (2005). Imagining the Mongrel Nation: Political Uses of History in the Recent Scottish 
Nationalist Movement. London: Routledge 
9 M White (2005). Twentieth Century Atlas: Death Tolls and Casualty Statistics for Wars, 
Dictatorships and Genocides: Secondary Wars and Atrocities of the Twentieth Century. From 
http://users.erols.com/mwhite28/warstat3.htm, para 19, accessed 23 April 2007  
10 Government of Pakistan (1961). Census of Pakistan, 1961, Vol 3. Karachi 
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an organisation with a greater national meaning, by suggesting a change in the name 
of the party from “Mohajir” to “Muttahida” (United) National Movement (thus 
retaining the MQM label).  The move was linked with the opening of offices 
elsewhere in Pakistan (in Multan and Muzzafargarh in Punjab Province) and a 
peppering of rhetoric with expressions of help for the oppressed of all Pakistan. The 
new policy was controversial, and led to a split in the party, in the shape of a 
breakaway faction led by Afaq Ahmed and Amir Khan, who called themselves the 
MQM “Haqiqi” (“true”), strongly rejecting Altaf’s betrayal of the party’s roots. It was 
a process reminiscent of the terrorist groups ETA in Spain, and the IRA in Ireland, 
both of which experienced the breakaway of “real” factions of the party committed to 
violent, direct action, when the political core of their movements turned toward more 
diplomatic political channels.  
 
In the case of the MQM, the split led to bitter factional in-fighting in the party which 
claimed hundreds of lives in Karachi, until the army was forced to intervene in a 
major operation to restore law and order. By this time, the Haqiqi faction of the party 
had been widely discredited as a “puppet of the army”, promoted in the early days to 
undermine the power of the MQM11. 
 
The episode in the period 1992-1995 when the MQM turned in on itself with very 
bloody consequences was the latest in a line of episodes in which the city of Karachi 
in particular has been riven with extreme inter-community violence, much of it at the 
behest of the MQM, to such a degree that many observers have likened the city to 
Beirut in its worst periods12. The city has never been a particularly peaceful one, but 
the emergence of the MQM in the mid-1980s saw a rise in the serious civil 
disturbances at a scale not seen before. The first major incident was the “Bushra 
Zaidi” affair in April 1985, in which the running over and killing of a Mohajir 
schoolgirl (Zaidi) by a Pashtun bus driver led to the boiling over of pent up anger over 
the chaotic nature of traffic in the city, which quickly evolved into major inter-ethnic 
rioting and violence between Mohajirs and Pashtuns in particular. This rumbled on for 
some months, and widened to become general inter-ethnic violence. During 1985, the 
Karachi police recorded 608 cases of rioting which claimed 56 lives13. 
 
By 1988, urban violence in Sindh has transformed into a general battle between 
Sindhis and Mohajirs, which had become politicised by the MQM as a conflict 
between itself and its supporters on the one hand, and Sindhi nationalists and the PPP 
government (itself led by a Sindhi, Benazir Bhutto) on the other. The violence had 
reached a crescendo after an incident in Sindh’s second city, Hyderabad, in May/June 
1990, in which a police operation against a curfew-breaking rally led to the shooting 
dead of approximately 60 people, many of them women. This was followed by 
targeted inter-ethnic violence in Karachi which killed over 130 people over a five-day 
period14. By now, the MQM seemed to be orchestrating the violence, consciously or 
otherwise, and much of it was of a brutal, targeted nature rather than the rumbling 
inter-district riots that had occurred earlier. The MQM’s “Black Wednesday” strike in 

                                                 
11 F Haq (1995). Rise of the MQM in Pakistan: Politics of Ethnic Mobilization. Asian Survey 
Vol.35(11), p.1001 
12 See for example W John (2003). Karachi: a Terror Capital in the Making. New Delhi: Rupa and Co. 
13 Government of Sindh (1989). Commission of Enquiry into Karachi Affairs (COEKA) - 
Implementation Review presented to the Sindh Cabinet on 2nd May 1989, Karachi, p.9(i) 
14 F Haq, ibid, p.999 
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Karachi in February 1990, for example, was accompanied by over 40 murders in the 
city, most of them targeted ethnic sectarian assassinations15. From a political point of 
view, the violence in Karachi greatly contributed to the dismissal of the Bhutto 
administration by the President in 1990 and the holding of fresh elections, which 
Nawaz Sharif’s PML “won”, thus demonstrating the political power that the MQM 
could wield through its control of Pakistan’s key city.  
 
The climax of the MQM’s ability to create brutal havoc in Karachi was its internal 
split in the mid-1990s, which turned into a battle between Mohajirs, and between 
them and the representatives of law and order, as the latter attempted to curb the 
factional violence. The legacy was a fractured political movement whose attempts at 
becoming a peaceful party of value to the “oppressed of Pakistan” at large had been 
set back very considerably. Ironically, the MQM has also spoken more openly of a 
potential desire to break away from the state of Pakistan – ironic, as a central theme of 
the Mohajir identity is a commitment through sacrifice to the building of Pakistan. In 
a report on the MQM website of a recent statement by Altaf Hussain, the movement’s 
leader was noted as saying: 
 

He [Altaf] warned the government that if provincial autonomy would not be 
given to the provinces the slogan of autonomy could turn into the demand for 
the right for self-determination.16  

 
Thus, the party that used to attack the Sindhi nationalists such as G M Syed for 
wanting to break away from Pakistan and create a “Sindhudesh” is now warning 
openly that its own demands for greater provincial autonomy could turn into 
something more. In many ways this reflects the fractured and fundamentally weak 
nature of the Pakistani state, which observers such as the CIA (controversially) have 
warned is in danger of becoming a failed state by 2015 in the face of persistent 
“political and economic mismanagement, divisive politics, lawlessness, corruption 
and ethnic friction.”17 
 
It is interesting to note that more recently, it is the extremist Islamist groups who have 
been orchestrating the violence in Karachi, and that a schism along Sunni-Shia lines 
rather than along ethno-nationalist lines has risen to the fore. Several sectarian 
bombings and assassinations have occurred in the city, such as the killing of 45 
people in two separate Shi’ite mosques in the city, either side of a targeted 
assassination of the radical Sunni Imam Nizamuddin Shamzai, in May/June 200418. 
More recently, a massive bomb at a religious gathering in Karachi’s Nishtar Park, 
which killed 56 people, has led many to point the finger of suspicion at the Sunni-
extremist Lashkar-e Jhangvi (LeJ) organisation, which has committed many attacks 
against Shias and moderate Barelvi Sunnis across Pakistan19.  
                                                 
15 The Star (1990, February 8), Karachi 
16 MQM Website (2007, March 25). Autonomy denial can lead to demand for self-determination: Altaf. 
See http://www.mqm.com, accessed 11 April 2007 
17 See National Intelligence Council (NIC) (2000). Global Trends 2015: A Dialogue About the Future 
With Nongovernment Experts. From http://www.dni.gov/nic/NIC_globaltrend2015.html/ accessed 23 
April 2007 
18 Syed Saleem Shahzad (2004, June 3). Troubled Karachi held to Ransom. Asia Times online, see 
http://www.atimes.com/atimes/South_Asia/FF03Df04.html, accessed 20 February 2007 
19 K Lakshman (2006, June 22). Karachi: metropolis of terror. Kashmir Herald. From Kashmir Herald 
on the web: http://kashmirherald.com/, accessed 12 December 2006 
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It is undoubtedly incidents such as these on the MQM’s traditional turf which are 
leading to an anxiety in the movement about the rise of the extremists and their 
particular worldview, which does not accord at all with the secular vision of the 
MQM and the bulk of its followers. The MQM could therefore be said to offer a 
potential voice for the moderates in Pakistan, who do not wish to see a 
“Talibanisation” of their country. A secular, democratic, and to some extents 
“Marxian” approach20 such as that ostensibly offered by the party, could be said to 
offer some opportunities for the dissenters to the radical Imams in Pakistan.  

 
However, the voice that the MQM offers Pakistan is a very uncertain one. The party 
remains somewhere between a traditional political party, with seats in local and 
national parliaments, and a spiritual ethno-nationalist movement with little to offer 
beyond “protection” against the opposing “other”. When the party emerged in the mid 
1980s and began to assert itself on the political stage, it showed itself to be firmly 
rooted in local issues. The Charter of Resolution of November 1988, for example, 
contained 25 points, and the great majority of them concerned specific issues to do 
with Sindh Province. Many concerned the protection of “local” access to resources 
and employment at the expense of Afghan and other migrants to the cities of Sindh, 
such as point 1, which pressed for Sindh “domicile certificates” to be granted only to 
those who had been resident in the Province for 20 years, with the exception of 
refugees from the Bangladesh war, thus specifically excluding Afghan refugees and 
migrants who had entered Sindh since the late 1970s. There was very little of specific 
substance in the Charter which could be said to constitute a tangible political 
manifesto.  

 
A glance at the party’s website some twenty years later still reveals little that could be 
said to provide political direction for potential followers.  The move from “Mohajir” 
to “Muttahida” Qaumi Movement, which the party claims to have effected fully in 
July 1997, is said to be in order to “.. further the programme of national development 
and a nation-wide campaign against feudal domination”21, reflecting the party’s 
Marxian strand of thinking. But how this is to be achieved is not described. Indeed, 
much of the website is devoted to songs, poetry and cultural issues concerning 
Mohajir and Sindhi identity and life.  

 
The MQM did issue a formal manifesto for the first time in 1998, although the 
language and sentiments are confusing. The party is still locked in a dichotomy of 
simultaneously promoting national integration and development while still protecting 
and promoting the Mohajir “nationality”. In terms of its ideological position, the 
manifesto states:  

 
Ideologically speaking, MQM is not a proponent of Socialism, Communism 
or unbridled Capitalism. It only believes in Realism and Practicalism. By 
adopting this philosophy it desires to establish an economic system based on 
free market economy in accordance with the spirit of democracy. MQM seeks 
drastic reforms in all sectors including agriculture, industry, commerce, 
education, health, defence, finance and judiciary. These are considered 

                                                 
20 Shahzad, ibid 
21 MQM website: http://www.mqm.com, accessed 22 April 2007 
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essential for the solidarity, security, progress and prosperity of the country as 
well as for the welfare of the common man22. 

 
The sentiments are laudable, but the MQM’s legacy to date has been less so. The 
MQM represents a constituency that has used brutal political violence to further its 
aims, and made Karachi in particular one of the most murderous cities in the world. 
During 1995 when the party’s factional in-fighting was at its worst, it is estimated that 
2000 people were killed in the city through politically motivated violence23. The party 
has also made intimidation and the suppression of unfavourable media a hallmark of 
its policies. In 1990, Altaf Hussain publicly threatened the editor of Newsline 
magazine when it published a story suggesting the MQM tortured dissidents within its 
ranks. The following year, a prominent journalist of the Dawn newspaper group, 
Zafar Abbas, was severely beaten after publishing a story on the party’s growing 
factionalisation24.  
 
Many have suggested that the MQM was a creation of the Zia military regime, as a 
conscious counterbalance to regional ethnic demands by the Sindhis25, appointing as 
its spiritual leader a former immigrant taxi driver from New York. Vali Nasr argues 
that, as with the current explosion of sectarian violence in Pakistan, ethno-nationalist 
movements like the MQM were part and parcel of a “weak state” which has 
consciously pursued a policy of “dispersed domination” to maintain its power26. This 
does not bode well for the MQM’s ability to transcend regional and fractious politics 
and reach out across boundaries to the people of Pakistan as a whole.  

 
The MQM is genuinely opposed to the growth of extremist Islamist politics in 
Pakistan, and sees such a development as fundamentally anathema to the original 
vision for the nation espoused by Muhammad Ali Jinnah and the Muslim League in 
1947. It sees a better future in fundamental economic and political reforms, and the 
creation of a modern, secular state. The MQM also supports the US-led war on Al 
Qaeda. For holding such views, Altaf Hussain’s life has been threatened by extremist 
Islamist groups such as Jaish-e Mohammed (JeM)27. At a time when Islamist militants 
are making many of the political headlines in Pakistan, therefore, the MQM would 
seem to offer the moderate Muslim population in the region a different voice, as 
Musharraf considers possible transitions to civilian democracy. The voice being 
offered the people of Pakistan by the MQM is, however, a complex and very 
uncertain one.  

                                                 
22 http://www.mqm.org/manifesto/manifesto-contents-1998.htm, accessed 22 April 2007 
23 V Fazila-Yacoobali and N Jan (1996). The Battlefields of Karachi: Ethnicity, Violence and the 
State.University of Michigan: Journal of the International Institute, Vol 4(1). From 
http://www.umich.edu/~iinet/journal/vol4no1/karachi.html, accessed 22 February 2007 
24 UNHCR (2004, February 9). Pakistan: Information on Mohajir/Muttahida Qaumi Movement-Altaf 
(MQM-A). From http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/print?tbl=RSDCOI&id=414fe5aa4, accessed 
23 April 2007 
25 See for example A Khan (2002). Pakistan’s Sindhi Ethnic Nationalism: Migration, Marginalization 
and the threat of “Indianization”. Asian Survey Vol 42(2), March-April 2002, p.226 
26 V R Nasr (2000). International Politics, Domestic Imperatives, and Identity Mobilization: 
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