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ABSTRACT 

 

 This thesis explores the respective origins and evolutions of the Shiv Sena and 

the MQM from a comparative perspective.  It examines these two political parties in the 

context of their respective urban milieus, Mumbai and Karachi, and investigates the 

extent to which the Indian and Pakistani governments’ embrace of economic 

liberalization as policy from the 1980s onward has empowered these two parties and 

shaped their respective trajectories.  Utilizing party publications, newspapers, 

government documents, and publications of NGOs, I argue that the Shiv Sena and the 

MQM adopted the politics of ethnic identity not as an instrument in the service of 

economic liberalization, but rather as a central component thereof.  Juxtaposing the 

respective evolutions of the two parties, I demonstrate the stylistic and ideological 

convergence of the two parties which economic liberalization has in part wrought, 

despite the differing class, ethnic, and religious roots from which the two parties 

originated.
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I. Introduction 

 

During the 1980s and 1990s, the metropolises of Mumbai and Karachi 

experienced targeted rioting and bloodshed on a scale neither city had ever before 

witnessed.  In Mumbai, this violence, though never entirely absent, took the form of 

spectacular punctuated bursts in which large numbers of people participated, killing 

hundreds and sometimes even thousands and destroying property on a vast scale.  The 

riots which occurred in Mumbai in May 1984 and December 1992 to January 1993 

exemplify this pattern in which specific events of a local, national, or even international 

character triggered seemingly sudden outbursts of animosity and physical aggression 

between Hindus and Muslims.  Meanwhile, in Karachi, hostility between groups 

differentiated on the basis of language, geographical provenance, and ideology ensured 

that violence there, though sometimes escalating to higher peaks of intensity, persisted 

more at a low hum throughout this period.   

Though many political parties, organizations, and agents of the Indian and 

Pakistani states participated in this violence in both cities, certain parties played a more 

salient role than others.  In Mumbai, the Shiv Sena took (and continues to take) the lead 

role in perpetrating such violence, its leaders and members positing themselves as the 

Hindu nationalist vanguard defending the Hindu majority in Mumbai, Maharashtra, and 

India at large against the supposed depredations and treachery of the disloyal Muslim 

minority.  In Karachi, the Muhajir Qaumi Movement (MQM), later renamed the 

Muttehida Qaumi Movement, claimed to represent the interests of the Muhajirs, i.e. 

those Muslims whose families had previously resided in India but migrated to Pakistan 

during Partition.  As the self-proclaimed defender of such interests, the MQM deployed 
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armed violence against both the indigenous Sindhis and the migrant Pakhtuns of Karachi 

and other urban centres of Sindh province in order to protect Muhajirs from the 

perceived economic, political, cultural, and spatial encroachments of these competitors. 

Given the prominent part that each of these parties played in generating and 

sustaining urban violence in the 80s and 90s, a comparative analysis of the Shiv Sena 

and the MQM seems quite natural, and indeed it now is.  Yet the respective origins of 

the two parties, and the political identities that underlie them, belie this assumption.  

The Sena, despite its virulently Hindu nationalist manifestation in the 1980s, began its 

political life in 1966 first and foremost as a Maharashtrian (defined by the Sena primarily 

as Marathi-speaking) party purportedly devoted to the employment interests of 

Bombay’s Marathi speakers, who had historically occupied a subordinate position in the 

Bombay economy vis-à-vis Gujaratis and Parsis and in the Bombay job market vis-à-vis 

South Indians.  Bal Thackeray established the Sena principally to demand low-level 

clerical employment for these Marathi speakers in the public and private sectors.  Julia 

Eckert has aptly labeled this platform and practice of petitioning the state to redress 

employment inequality on behalf of Marathi-speakers as “demand-politics.”1

During the 50s and 60s the Muhajirs of Karachi and urban Sindh occupied a 

much different position in the urban economy and job market than the Maharashtrians 

of Bombay.  The Muhajirs who arrived in Karachi and Sindh during Partition in 1947 and 

in the several years that followed enjoyed a higher degree of educational opportunity 

  Though 

the Sena often expressed these petitions in violent and aggressive terms, what is 

important is that in its early years the party and its leader Thackeray believed that the 

state could and should rectify such inequality. 

                                                           
1Julia Eckert, The Charisma of Direct Action: Power, Politics, and the Shiv Sena, New Delhi: Oxford 
University Press, 2003. pp. 20-21. 
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and professional achievement than the Sindhis and Pakhtuns among whom they had 

come to live.  Both in the public and private sectors, Muhajirs held a much larger 

proportion of white-collar jobs than their only 2% share of the Pakistani population 

would lead one to expect.  Furthermore, unlike their Maharashtrian counterparts in 

Bombay, Muhajirs received vast state patronage and cultivation of their mother tongue, 

Urdu.  In short, Muhajirs in Karachi and the cities of Sindh lived lives of relative privilege 

and dignity and held an elite position in the socioeconomic hierarchy of the city and the 

province. 

Despite these crucial differences between the political identities informing the 

Sena and, much later, the MQM, the early 1980s witnessed the convergence of 

Maharashtrian and Muhajir identity, both in terms of ideology and practice.  When Altaf 

Hussain founded the MQM in 1984, he did not establish but rather confirmed the 

Muhajir community’s parallel trajectory to that of the Maharashtrian community and its 

representative in the Shiv Sena.  Of what did this new shared trajectory consist?  How 

did this new trajectory develop?  The remainder of this essay attempts to offer possible 

answers to the above questions. 

 Though 1991 looms large in the history of India as the year in which the 

government of Prime Minister P.V. Narasimha Rao and Finance Minister Manmohan 

Singh introduced a series of measures to “liberalize” the Indian economy, this process of 

liberalization began about a decade earlier in both India and Pakistan.  The early 80s saw 

both countries initiate economic reforms intended to create a more business-friendly 

environment and thus to draw investment from around the globe to their shores.  This is 

a well-known narrative and one that hardly requires repetition, at least not in its 

conventional form.  More specifically, this narrative’s application to an interpretive 
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framework for the study of the Shiv Sena and the MQM is nothing new either.2  

However, prevailing analyses of these two parties in the context of economic 

liberalization share two very important flaws that require correction.  First, they 

interpret these parties’ violent assertion of ethnic identity as a sort of palliative or 

compensatory measure intended to make their engagement with economic 

liberalization somehow more tolerable.3

 This essay argues that both of the above contentions are false and that 

correcting them is an important step to understanding the evolution of both the Shiv 

Sena and the MQM.  Horkheimer and Adorno’s analysis of late capitalism offers an 

effective perspective from which to analyze the evolution of these two parties.

  Second, they assume that economic 

liberalization represents the withdrawal of the state from the economy and society. 

4

                                                           
2On the MQM, see Oskar Verkaaik, Migrants and Militants: Fun and Urban Violence in Pakistan, 
Princeton NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004; Nichola Khan, Mohajir Militancy in Pakistan: 
Violence and transformation in the Karachi conflict, New York: Routledge, 2010.  On the Shiv 
Sena, see Thomas Blom Hansen, Wages of Violence: Naming and Identity in Postcolonial Bombay, 
Princeton NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001.  For this point on Hindu nationalism more 
broadly, see Catarina Kinnvall, Globalization and Religious Nationalism in India: The search for 
ontological security, New York: Routledge, 2006. 

  Broadly 

speaking, they contend that late capitalism produces a “culture industry” devoted to the 

large-scale performance, dissemination, and consumption of cultural identity.  This 

culture industry destroys the Enlightenment values of reason and individualism from 

which capitalism was born and instead deploys cultural identity markers in the service of 

preserving capitalism itself.  Under these circumstances, Horkheimer and Adorno argue, 

“Existence…is a permanent rite of initiation.  Everyone must show that they identify 

3For an interesting critique of this argument, see Eckert, pp. 265-266. 
4 Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment: Philosophical Fragments, 
Gunzelin Schmid Noerr (ed.), Edmund Jephcott (trans.), Stanford CA: Stanford University Press, 
2002 
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wholeheartedly with the power which beats them.”5

Following Horkheimer and Adorno’s argument, this essay argues that the Shiv 

Sena’s full adoption of Hindu nationalism and the MQM’s foundation as a Muhajir party 

in the 1980s were not the actions of those intimidated by the process of economic 

liberalization or reluctant to engage with it, but rather the actions of those who 

enthusiastically embraced this process and considered ethnic nationalism an essential 

component thereof.  Furthermore, it argues that the economic liberalization of the 

1980s and 1990s did not entail the withdrawal of the Indian or Pakistani states from 

their respective economies, but rather the reorientation of those states’ goals and the 

active realignment of their power with the interests of industrial capitalists and the 

middle class.  Lastly, and most importantly, this essay contends that this reorientation 

and realignment of the Indian and Pakistani states created the environment for, and 

significantly contributed to, the evolution of the Shiv Sena and the MQM from agents of 

“demand-politics” to violent political parties-cum-militias sustained by a platform that 

conflates the fulfillment of ethnic identity with the power and prosperity of industrial 

capitalists and the middle class. 

  They might easily have been 

writing about the Sena and the MQM.  These parties act as the organizers of such rites 

of initiation, deploying Maharashtrian and Muhajir identity to advance the agenda of 

economic liberalization in Mumbai and Karachi. 

 In order to advance the above arguments, this essay examines the MQM and 

the Shiv Sena from a comparative perspective, analyzing their respective historical 

evolutions side-by-side.  The second section of the essay narrates the development of 

Maharashtrian ethnic and political identity during the 1950s and the establishment and 

                                                           
5 Ibid. p. 124 
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early years of the Shiv Sena in the 1960s and 70s.  The third section addresses 

developments during the same time period in the Muhajir community, analyzing the 

nascent development of a Muhajir identity as an antecedent to the MQM.  The fourth 

section interrogates the Shiv Sena’s growth during the 1980s and 90s in the era of 

economic liberalization.  Lastly, the fifth section examines the MQM’s evolution during 

the same period and under similar policies of economic liberalization. 
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II: Origins and Foundation of the Shiv Sena 

 

Prior to December 1992 few people outside of India had heard of the Shiv Sena.  

Though the party was not itself directly involved in the destruction of the Babri Masjid in 

Ayodhya, the violent pogrom which it perpetrated against Muslims in the wake of that 

demolition turned the Shiv Sena into a far more recognizable name outside of India, and 

a more hotly debated one domestically.  The Sena, and more particularly its leader, Bal 

Thackeray, came to represent one of the salient faces of Hindu nationalism and 

attracted all the revulsion and the admiration that predictably accompanied that role.  

Since so many observers first came to know, or at least first came to feel strongly about, 

the Shiv Sena in the weeks and months following the demolition in Ayodhya, the 

perception of the Sena  as the aggressive vanguard of the Hindu nationalist movement 

has become fixed in many people’s minds.  This is unfortunate, because it not only 

obscures the evolution of the party’s organization, function, and objects of hatred and 

desire, but also obscures the factors that contributed to that evolution.  When Bal 

Thackeray established the Shiv Sena in Bombay in June 1966, he created a political party 

that is in many ways quite similar to, but in other ways very different from, the Shiv 

Sena that has become so familiar to so many during the 1990s.  The principal purpose of 

this chapter is to elucidate the ideological and organizational characteristics that this 

early incarnation of the Shiv Sena exhibited from its foundation in 1966 to the early 

1980s.  However, to understand fully the Shiv Sena’s evolution, one must first examine 

earlier political mobilizations on the basis of Maratha identity in the mid-twentieth 

century.  
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 Though a complete history of Maratha identity can date back as early as the 

seventeenth century, and Deshpande examines it in great detail from the latter half of 

the nineteenth century through the first half of the twentieth6

                                                           
6 Prachi Deshpande, Narratives of Pride: History and Regional Identity in Maharashtra, India, 
c.1870-1960, PhD Dissertation, Ann Arbor MI: ProQuest, 2002. 

, for the purposes of a 

brief analysis of the Shiv Sena’s origins, it is necessary only to go back to the late colonial 

era, particularly the 1930s.  As Deshpande has noted, the Indian National Congress’s 

mass mobilization during the 1930s under the guidance of Mohandas Gandhi opened 

many avenues for the stimulation and deployment of various regional identities, and 

Maratha identity, which spanned several political units including, Bombay Presidency, 

the Central Provinces, and Hyderabad, was no exception.  It was during the Civil 

Disobedience movement in the 1930s that the nationalist ideology and organization of 

the Congress began to flourish in rural areas all over India, and as part of this broader 

trend the Congress made substantial political inroads in the rural sections of what would 

later become Maharashtra.  Despite Congress aspirations for the establishment and 

maintenance of centralized authority, the party in practice garnered support and votes 

not by enforcing its will and its philosophy upon those it sought to co-opt, but rather by 

integrating itself into existing political narratives and power structures in each region 

and in each locality that it brought into the fold.  In those rural areas populated 

predominantly by Marathas, the existing narrative was a decidedly anti-Brahman one.  

The elite landholders in the village localities of these areas belonged to non-Brahman 

castes and felt a sense of resentment towards the Brahmans who had theretofore 

dominated politics at the regional and national levels.  During the 1920s the Non-

Brahman Party held much of the support of and claimed to speak for the region’s 

Marathas, who Maratha politicians imagined and labeled as virile, authentically rural, 



9 
 

and committed to Hindu values, in contradistinction to Brahmans, who Maratha 

politicians imagined and labeled as weak, effeminate, urban, arrogant, and intellectual.7  

Tapping into this sense of grievance, the Congress nominated many of these local 

Maratha elites to stand for elections on the Congress ticket, against the objections of 

the entrenched Brahmans who dominated the party.  Of course, the relationship 

between the Congress and the rural Maratha elite was a two-way street.  By courting 

this elite group the party gave itself a political and an electoral toehold in the rural areas 

of Bombay Presidency, but it also generated a more forceful non-Brahman Maratha 

voice in regional and national politics.8

 In the 1940s Maratha political assertion took a significantly linguistic turn.  As 

independence from Great Britain neared, the boundaries of India’s states and the 

relationship they would come to have with the central government became hotly 

debated and contested issues.  As early as 1939 Maratha intellectuals were engaged in a 

concerted effort to advocate for the establishment of a unilingual state in which the 

Marathi language would dominate and be the language of administration.  It was in this 

year that a group of Marathi-speaking writers, including K.S. Thackeray, the father of 

Shiv Sena founder Bal Thackeray, founded the Samyukta Maharashtra Sabha.  Whereas 

previous Maratha political assertion had been mobilized on the basis of caste, or more 

specifically anti-Brahmanism, either in the form of the Non-Brahman Party or the 

  This mobilization of Maratha identity, 

specifically as a non-Brahman identity, during the 1930s established a strong precedent 

for Maratha political assertion in the lead up to independence and in the two decades 

that followed it.   

                                                           
7 Thomas Blom Hansen, Wages of Violence: Naming and Identity in Postcolonial Bombay, 
Princeton NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001, pp. 32-34 
8 Deshpande, pp. 200-202 
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Congress Party of the 1930s, the Sabha advanced a Maratha identity that integrated 

linguistic and class grievance, as indicated by its diverse composition of both right-wing 

defenders of Maratha culture and communists.  They argued the need for a Marathi-

speaking state as a tool to prevent the exploitation and victimization of the oppressed 

Marathi-speaking majority at the hands of the predominantly Gujarati, Parsi, and 

Marwari traders and financiers who dominated the economy of the city of Bombay and, 

by extension, the entire Presidency.9  The Maharashtra branch of the Congress, too, 

attempted to ride this wave of support for the supremacy of the Marathi tongue in a 

unilingual state.  Under the banner of the Samyukta Maharashtra Parishad, the 

Maharashtra Congress advocated this position to the Linguistic Provinces Commission, 

but was constrained by its affiliation with the national Congress command, which 

vehemently opposed any reorganization of state boundaries on the basis of linguistic 

criteria.10  Congress opposition was accompanied by the adamant opposition of the 

Gujarati, Parsi, and Marwari economic elites of Bombay, who feared the consequences 

to their commercial interests of a state government dominated by Marathi-speakers 

and representing the interests of rural areas.11  In the face of such staunch opposition, 

the Linguistic Provinces Commission rejected the demand for a unilingual Marathi-

speaking Maharashtra.12

 On the other side of the Deccan in October 1952, Potti Sriramalu undertook a 

fast to compel the central government to bifurcate the former Madras Presidency into 

separate states, one for Telugu speakers and the other for Tamil speakers.  Nehru’s 

  However, the advocates for this demand did not simply go 

away quietly.   

                                                           
9 Hansen, pp. 41-42 
10 Deshpande, p. 222 
11 Hansen, p. 42 
12 Deshpande, p. 222 
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government refused the demand.  However, Sriramalu’s death from starvation on 15 

December of that year sparked a political uproar and riots that ultimately caused Nehru 

to capitulate and grant the division, thus establishing the state of Andhra Pradesh.  

Recognizing that the ad hoc establishment of a Telugu-speaking state would only 

encourage further linguistic assertion in other regions, the central government 

established the States’ Reorganization Commission to take control of and to order 

realignment of state boundaries as linguistic units.13  With the central government now 

offering them a forum and an institution in which to air their grievances and advance 

the cause of Maharashtra, a variety of non-Congress parties of the Left established the 

Samyukta Maharashtra Samiti to act as a unified front to represent the goal of a 

separate Maharashtra before the Commission.14  Despite the Samiti’s efforts, the 

Commission rejected the proposal for a separate state of Maharashtra in 1955.  The 

Commission argued that as the Maharashtra demand was opposed by another linguistic 

group in the existing state, i.e. the Gujarati speakers, that it could not meet the 

demand.15  The principal objection of the Gujarati population of Bombay state to the 

reorganization was not the prospect of having a separate Gujarati-speaking state, but 

rather that such a separate Gujarati-speaking state would not include the city of 

Bombay, home to many well-established Gujarati firms and commercial interests, thus 

potentially loosening the Gujarati grip on the economy of Bombay.16

                                                           
13 Mary Fainsod Katzenstein, Ethnicity and Equality: The Shiv Sena Party and Preferential Policies 
in Bombay, Ithaca NY: Cornell University Press, 1979, pp. 22-24.  See also Ayesha Jalal, 
Democracy and Authoritarianism in South Asia: A Comparative and Historical Perspective, 
Cambridge UK: Cambridge University Press, 1995, pp. 165-166 

  The prominence of 

the Left parties within the leadership of the Samiti, as well as Gujarati opposition to the 

14 Deshpande, p. 222 
15 Jalal, p. 166.  See also Paul Brass, The Politics of India since Independence, Cambridge UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990, p. 151 
16 Brass, p. 151 
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Maharashtra demand on principally economic grounds, indicates the extent to which 

class-consciousness informed the political identity of Marathi-speakers.  Furthermore, 

the broader shift in the 1940s and 1950s to political mobilization on behalf of Marathi-

speakers, as opposed to Marathas, indicates the extent to which caste, and more 

particularly non-Brahmanism, had declined in importance as a category of belonging to 

the Maharashtrian community.17

 The refusal of the States’ Reorganization Commission to create a separate state 

of Maharashtra was followed by what was considered by the Samyukta Maharashtra 

Samiti an even graver assault on Maharashtrian sovereignty.  The Commission’s 

rejection of the Maharashtra demand was apparently insufficient to assuage the anxiety 

of the Gujarati, Parsi, and Marwari economic elites of Bombay that their city would not 

one day become part of a Marathi-speaking state.  Consequently, these elites lobbied 

the central government to separate the city from the rest of the state and to declare the 

city of Bombay a Union Territory.  Nehru announced the government’s decision to 

implement this policy on January 16, 1956.  The announcement prompted protests and 

riots that resulted in approximately eighty deaths, but failed to produce a climb down by 

the central government.  The protests and the deaths they entailed did, however, 

galvanize the Samiti and the movement for Maharashtra in general.  The Samiti used the 

“martyrdom” of the eighty who had died in the riots as a potent symbol around which 

to rally support.  It was in large part the bloody turn that the battle for a separate 

Maharashtra took in January 1956 that united all of the non-Congress parties in the 

region and encouraged and facilitated the injection of Hindu nationalist chauvinism into 

Maharashtrian identity.  The Samiti represented the eighty who had died in the riots as 

 

                                                           
17 Deshpande, p. 232 
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symbolic bearers of the strength and devotion to Hindu culture among Maharashtrians 

in contrast to the Westernization of Bombay’s economic and political elites, a distinction 

more sharply defined after the separation of Bombay from the rest of the state.18

 Ultimately the efforts of the Samyukta Maharashtra Samiti paid off.  A separate 

state of Maharashtra was created in 1960 with its capital at Bombay.  With the Samiti’s 

objective accomplished, and as the Samiti was already nearly moribund by 1960, it 

would seem that there would hardly have been any need for a Maharashtrian 

organization to represent the needs of Maharashtrians in Maharashtra.  As Katzenstein 

notes, the reorganization of states along linguistic lines empowered a new political class 

in the late 50s and early 60s.  As a result the “urban, foreign-educated lawyers” who had 

held most of the political power both at the state and at the central level were forced to 

cede a great deal of power to “khadi-wearing rural landowners” whose lack of English 

proficiency now no longer hindered their political advancement.  Even after the 

establishment of linguistic states, the central government made further concessions to 

the demands of regional language advocates.  Specifically, in reaction to resistance to 

the imposition of Hindi as the sole official language of India, the central government 

instituted the so-called Three Language Formula by which all of the regional languages, 

including Marathi, would serve as the principal medium of instruction in their respective 

states and would coexist with Hindi as languages of administration.

   

19

 Yet, despite these successes in linguistic policies, for many Maharashtrians 

something seemed amiss.  The years between the establishment of Maharashtra in 

1960 and the foundation of the Shiv Sena in 1966 saw a lot of changes occur in Bombay, 

though not necessarily the ones that one might expect based upon the Shiv Sena’s early 

 

                                                           
18 Hansen, pp. 42-43 
19 Katzenstein, pp. 24-25 
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claims of economic oppression at the hands of South Indians who the Sena claimed stole 

white collar jobs from Maharashtrians.  Katzenstein notes the first change as the 

increase in the number of available jobs in Bombay during the early 1960s, especially of 

the white collar variety.  The second change was the even more dramatic increase in the 

number of educated Maharashtrian jobseekers in Bombay during this same period.  

These matriculates had no specialized job qualifications, but were, due to their level of 

education, unwilling to accept employment as manual laborers.  Under these 

circumstances and with these prejudices in mind, such matriculates sought clerical 

office work as their preferred employment sector, a sector in which competition for 

work was most fierce with South Indian migrants.  These material considerations, 

combined with the sense of frustration that such comparatively dim employment 

prospects had taken hold in a unilingual state whose very existence was intended to 

prevent such discrimination among Maharashtrians, created fertile ground for a protest 

movement.20

The rhetorical stings against Bombay’s economic elite, the “alien” cosmopolitanism, and 
the extolling of the virtues of the working man were themes that the SMS’s charismatic 
speaker, Acharya Atre, the legendary communist leader “Comrade Dange,” and the 
union leader George Fernandes had made a stable [sic] in the discursive registers of 
Bombay’s popular culture since the 1950s

  Ironically, the discrepancies between educational attainment and 

employment may well indicate the success of the Samyukta Maharashtra Samiti’s 

Marathi linguistic political assertion.  Yet it was also the discursive legacy bequeathed by 

the Samiti, in conjunction with the Communist and socialist parties of Bombay, which 

helped to inform the formation of the Shiv Sena and the early shape that it took.  As 

Hansen explains, 

21

 
 

                                                           
20 Ibid. pp. 75-79 
21 Hansen, p. 49 
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Taken together, these economic and discursive trends, as well as the important 

development of a Bombay-inclusive Maharashtra state, set the stage for Bal Thackeray’s 

establishment of the Shiv Sena on the morning of 19 June 1966. 

 In order to better understand the early years of the Shiv Sena’s political 

development in Bombay, one must first examine an important distinction between the 

Sena’s first approximately fifteen years of political ideology and activism into the early 

1980s and its subsequent political activity from the early ‘80s onward.  Just about every 

observer has noted a shift in the Shiv Sena’s style and ideology around this time, but 

most limit themselves to an acknowledgement of the evolution of the Sena’s choices of 

targets of vitriol and violence.  More specifically, they note the Sena’s shift during the 

early 1980s from the emphasis on a distinctly Maharashtrian identity in opposition to 

South Indians to a distinctly Hindu identity in opposition to Muslims.22  While all the 

analysts seem to agree upon this evolution and its broad chronology, they disagree 

quite substantially upon which factors serve as the primary impetus for this evolution.  

One school of thought maintains that this shift represents a reaction by the Shiv Sena 

(joined, in fact, by other parties) against the conclusions of the Mandal Commission 

report, which argued for the reservation of government employment and educational 

institutions for so-called Other Backward Classes (OBCs).  In an attempt to soften the 

cleavages between caste groups and ultimately to de-activate the boundary between 

them altogether, the Sena deployed violence and inflammatory rhetoric to align the 

people of the greater Bombay area on either side of a posited Hindu-Muslim 

boundary.23

                                                           
22 See, for example, Hansen pp. 81-93 

 

23 Ibid. pp. 81-85 
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 Another school of thought argues for the primacy of economic factors in the 

Sena’s dramatic alteration of the early 1980s.  Specifically, the massive textile workers’ 

strike of 1982-83, so the argument goes, killed off the few remaining textile mills that 

had to that time continued to employ workers in large numbers.  This development had 

a number of consequences that contributed to the Shiv Sena’s growing popularity and 

increasing hostility toward Muslims.  One was that the mill closures increased the 

numbers among the city’s unemployed and the city’s informally employed.  A second 

consequence was that the closures, in conjunction with so-called trade liberalization 

under Maharashtra Chief Minister Sharad Pawar24, increased the proportion of service 

jobs (e.g. office and clerical employment) in the formal sector, employment which 

offered a visible degree of social mobility and middle class status to those who could 

attain it, but which required a different level and type of training and education than 

that which the erstwhile textile workers possessed.  A third consequence was that the 

mill closures caused textile production in Greater Bombay to shift to the surrounding 

suburbs the area, where textiles came to be produced in much greater proportions in 

power-loom shops staffed and owned predominantly by Muslims, many of whom had 

migrated from Uttar Pradesh.25

                                                           
24 Julia M. Eckert, The Charisma of Direct Action: Power, Politics, and the Shiv Sena, New Delhi, 
Oxford University Press, 2003, p. 171 

  This development certainly helped to reinforce the Shiv 

Sena’s platform of hostility both toward non-Maharashtrians and toward Muslims.  This 

second argument that de-industrialization played a prominent role in the evolution of 

Shiv Sena rhetoric and ideology toward an anti-Muslim stance does, together with the 

ascendance of OBC political identity, provide a clearer picture the Sena’s transitional 

period in the early 1980s, but does not tell the whole story. 

25 Sikata Banerjee, Warriors in Politics: Hindu Nationalism, Violence, and the Shiv Sena in India, 
Boulder CO: Westview Press, 2000, pp. 67-76 
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 Perhaps the best articulation of the Shiv Sena’s transformation comes from Julia 

Eckert who, while not refuting or discounting the first two arguments entirely, argues 

that a much broader development within the Sena, in adaptation to the exigencies of 

the “liberalizing” economy of Bombay, molded the party into the shape that it took on 

from the early 1980s onward.  What had been the principal political modus operandi of 

the Sena during the 1960s and 1970s was what Eckert calls “demand-politics.”  In the 

early 1980s, Eckert argues, the Sena leadership departed from this mode of politics and 

engaged instead in advocacy for self-help of the party’s members and clients.  She 

further argues that the primary reason for this shift was likely that it made no sense for 

the Sena to pursue demand-politics when the party itself formed the government to 

which Shiv Sainiks would ostensibly put their demands.26  The second half of Eckert’s 

argument is highly flawed for two reasons.  The first reason is that the Shiv Sena held 

the mayoralty of Bombay as early as 1971, so the party’s occupation of positions of 

power probably had little bearing on the party policy shift of the early 1980s.27

                                                           
26 Eckert, pp. 20-21 

  The 

second reason is that Eckert misperceives the character of the economic changes taking 

place in Bombay during this period and fails to perceive the adaptation of demand-

politics to this changing economic and political environment, two crucial points to which 

this essay will later return.  These flaws notwithstanding, the first half of Eckert’s 

argument is sound.  Prior to the de-industrialization of Bombay and to the mobilization 

of Hindu nationalism and the Sena’s enthusiastic incorporation into that movement, the 

most effective and coherent, but by no means perfect interpretative frame in which to 

examine the Shiv Sena is demand-politics on behalf of Maharashtrians.   

27 Banerjee, pp. 114-115 
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 The Shiv Sena’s first foray into the realm of electoral politics as an independent 

party occurred in the 1968 Bombay municipal elections, when they took 43 of the 

municipal corporations 140 seats and followed the performance up with another 

victory, taking a majority in the Thane Municipal Corporation nearby.  Evidently, the 

Sena’s platform of “Maharashtra for Maharashtrians” was paying out big dividends.28

                                                           
28 Ibid. p. 114 

  

The success of the Shiv Sena and other parties throughout India representing the 

interests of regional linguistic groups clearly caught the attention of the federal 

government, prompting the politicians at the centre to realize that despite the efforts of 

the States Reorganization Commission in 1955, and also the subsequent establishment 

of Maharashtra in 1960, the material aspirations of minority (at the All-India level) 

linguistic groups had not been met and their grievances had not been resolved.  In 

response to this lack of progress, the central government convened the National 

Integration Committee in Kashmir in 1968 to make recommendations to improve local 

representation in employment.  The Committee ultimately issued a report advising the 

central government to strike a balance between encouraging the employment of locals 

(i.e. people who speak the languages perceived to be indigenous to a given state) and 

recruitment on an India-wide basis.  The Ministry of Industrial Development, acting on 

this recommendation, stipulated that government employment positions with a 

monthly salary of 500 rupees or less must be filled via the National Employment Service, 

represented by local employment exchanges which were expected to give recruitment 

preference to locals.  More importantly for both Bombay and the Shiv Sena in particular, 

the Ministry advised the All-India Organization of Employers, a private sector outfit, to 
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extend the same policy to its constituent members.29

 Of course, even in its early years the Sena mobilized and campaigned to satisfy 

demands that were unrelated to employment for Maharashtrians.  One noteworthy 

example of such mobilization, oft cited for its uniqueness within the Shiv Sena 

repertoire, was the February 1969 agitation to annex the district of Belgaum to 

Maharashtra.  Belgaum was at the time included in the Kannada-speaking state of 

Karnataka, and had remained an unresolved boundary issue between the two states 

ever since Maharashtra’s establishment in 1960.  Representatives of the state and 

central governments met in late January of 1969 in Bombay in order to settle the 

boundary dispute.  Taking this opportunity to build an audience and recognition, as well 

as to advance his Maharashtrian agenda, Bal Thackeray orchestrated massive protests 

against the central government for its failure immediately to effect the territorial 

integrity of the Maharashtrian state.  As Hansen notes, the slogan that fueled the 

movement was “105 Hutatmas [martyrs] for Mumbai.  How many for Belgaum?”

  It was exactly these sorts of 

material gains, particularly pertaining to employment, which the Shiv Sena had 

promised to provide for the Maharashtrians it claimed to represent.  The 

recommendations of the National Integration Committee represented demand-politics 

put into practice and confirmed one of the Sena’s raisons d’être.   

30

                                                           
29 Katzenstein, pp. 165-166 

  The 

invocation of the 105 hutatmas was, of course, an allusion to the aforementioned 

“Battle of Bombay” of 1956 during which riots to protest the declaration of Bombay as a 

Union Territory resulted in many deaths.  Thus, Thackeray and the Sena positioned 

themselves in traditions of demand-politics, sensitivity to territorial integrity, and 

Maharashtrian identity.  After the violence of this protest intensified over the course of 

30 Hansen, p. 64 
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the next week and a half, resulting in hundreds of arrests, injuries, almost sixty deaths 

and widespread property destruction, the Bombay Police finally decided to arrest Bal 

Thackeray and his deputies, and the Maharashtra government called in the Indian Army 

to maintain order in the city, although it took a jail cell appeal from Thackeray himself, 

disseminated by the Maharashtra government, to quell the violence fully.31

 Katzenstein seems to draw accurate, but nevertheless fairly limited conclusions 

from the Belgaum episode.  She notes the extent to which the Bombay bandh was an 

exceptional mobilization for Thackeray and for the Sena because its aim was something 

“nonmaterial,” by which presumably she means that it was not intended for pecuniary 

gain.

 

32  Hansen, for his part, argues that, “the Sena’s violence had no precise or 

consistent targets.  Rather, it was intended essentially to be performative, to establish 

the Sena as a spectacular, public force.”33

                                                           
31 Ibid. p. 64 

  In addition to the obvious point that the 

annexation of Belgaum was very much a material endeavor, Katzenstein seems to miss 

the more important point that, despite its spectacularly visible violence, the Belgaum 

agitation was part of a pattern of Shiv Sena demand-politics that demanded from the 

state only that which precedent (e.g. job reservation and the realignment of state 

boundaries) led it to believe that it could receive from the state.  As for Hansen, the 

claim that the violence that accompanied the protests for Belgaum was in some way 

imprecise or unfocused seems highly unfounded.  If one could reach any conclusion 

from examining the Shiv Sena’s behavior during the Belgaum agitation, it would be that 

it was as focused and goal-oriented as any other act of large-scale violence that the Sena 

has ever perpetrated. 

32 Katzenstein, p. 107 
33 Hansen, p. 65 
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 For all of their contemporary condemnation of and competition with the Shiv 

Sena, the Congress Party’s relationship to the Sena in the 1960s and 1970s seems to 

have been one of comfortable coexistence, perhaps more comfortable than the 

Congress would today care to admit.  For example, as Katzenstein has so ably 

demonstrated, the political positions of the rank-and-file Congress voters were not 

nearly so divergent from those of the Shiv Sena voters as one might imagine: “As the 

1971 voter survey suggested, a relatively larger number of those expressing extremist as 

opposed to moderate views on questions of dictatorship, violence, and interethnic 

relations support Shiv Sena; in absolute numbers, however, Congress extremists exceed 

their working-class Sena counterparts.”34

However, the Congress and the Sena were not merely similar in outlook.  They 

also had a certain symbiotic relationship vis-à-vis a third political grouping, the 

Communists.  Katzenstein took note of this nexus as well, observing that Thackeray on 

several public occasions spoke of the need to respond violently to Communist agitators, 

as violence was the only language that they understood.

   

35  Former Bombay Police 

Commissioner Julio Ribeiro, in an interview with Frontline, acknowledged the role that 

the Congress played not only in protecting the Sena, but also cultivating it: “The 

Congress chief minister decided to use the gift of rhetoric that Bal Thackeray possessed 

to combat the leftist forces.  He covertly encouraged Thackeray to form the Sena.  This 

organization was built on fascist lines as an antidote to the Communists…The police 

were obviously instructed to treat the Sainiks leniently.”36

                                                           
34 Katzenstein, p. 95 

  In an interview that Hansen 

conducted with Hemchandra Gupte, Thackeray’s family physician in the early 70s and a 

35 Ibid. p. 105 
36 Julio Ribeiro, Bullet for Bullet: My Life as a Police Officer, New Delhi: Viking, 1998.  Quoted in 
Eckert, p. 156 
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close confidante of the Sena leader, Gupte revealed the extent to which the major 

capitalist families of Bombay also seemed to work hand-in-glove with the Sena, or at 

least enjoy the benefits that the Sena’s violence afforded them, while simultaneously 

being unable to control them fully: 

The entire cooperation happened because the Shiv Sena was needed and useful for the 
industrialists in fighting the Communist unions…Once Sena’s dominance was established 
in a mill, it was easy to sustain because of the considerable “nuisance value” of Shiv 
Sena.  It’s reputation was such that the lalbhais [red brothers] simply did not dare come 
back; they were afraid of being beaten up. … The problem was that these extras, the 
Shiv Sena employees, had nothing to do.  They began playing mischief and behaved 
sometimes like the rulers of the company.37

 
 

Of course, the inability of these capitalist families to control the Sainiks on their mill 

floors was not necessarily a liability, and could often serve as an asset.  The 

assassination of Krishna Desai, a Communist MLA from Lalbaug, in 1970 amply 

demonstrates the benefit that the major Bombay industrialists derived from the Sena’s 

violence and perceived spontaneity.38  The following year the Sena won the by-election 

in Lalbaug to replace the murdered Communist MLA, and despite Thackeray’s public 

congratulation of his Sainiks for successfully performing their masculine and 

Maharashtrian duties by murdering Desai, no one was ever prosecuted for this 

assassination.39

 The anti-Communist streak in the Shiv Sena’s politics perhaps presaged their 

later evolution away from the demand-politics of the 1970s, and so too did the Sena 

  Clearly both the Congress Party and Bombay’s economic elites were 

willing to accept a great deal of Maharashtrian nationalist posturing and violence, up to 

and including murder, to keep workers’ aspirations and their Leftist representatives 

politically in check. 

                                                           
37 Hansen p. 63 
38 Dipankar Gupta, Nativism in a Metropolis: The Shiv Sena in Bombay, New Delhi: Manohar 
Publications, 1982, p. 159 
39 Eckert, pp. 89-90; Banerjee, p. 114 
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(and Thackeray’s more particularly) response to Prime Minister Indira Gandhi’s 

imposition of Emergency on 25 June 1975.  The Sena had had a contentious relationship, 

if not with the Maharashtra branch of the Congress, then at least with the Congress 

government in New Delhi.  Thackeray and many others in the Sena perceived the 

Congress central government in adversarial terms and as an obstruction to the full 

realization of Maharashtrian identity and integrity, as the “Battle for Bombay” and the 

Belgaum agitation amply indicate.  This history notwithstanding, Thackeray and others 

in the Sena leadership threw their support behind Mrs. Gandhi and the imposition of 

Emergency.40  No one can identify for certain Thackeray’s or any other Sainik’s 

motivation for backing Mrs. Gandhi during this time.  It is possible that the Sena 

leadership was deceiving the prime minister in order to survive politically and to avoid 

falling foul of the central government.  In addition to his support for Mrs. Gandhi, 

Thackeray offered his full support to Congress politician Murli Deoras, despite the fact 

that Deoras is a Gujarati and thus an outsider to Thackeray’s conception of 

Maharashtra.41   However, the dictatorial authoritarianism that characterized the 

Emergency was perfectly consistent with Thackeray’s own views on the importance of a 

disciplined society and the inapplicability of democracy to the cultural sensibilities and 

political needs of India.42  In 1982, Thackeray justified his actions during the Emergency 

by arguing that “we had not in any way mortgaged our self-respect even during the 

Emergency.  We were studying the Indira regime.”43

                                                           
40 Katzenstein, p. 129 

  Mrs. Gandhi’s authoritarian regime 

during the Emergency no doubt provided some interesting and useful lessons for 

41 Hansen, pp. 66-67 
42 Eckert, pp. 59-62 
43 Speech by Bal Thackeray at Shivaji Park, 27 October 1982.  Quoted in Hansen, p. 67. 
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Thackeray and the political and economic world he would come to inhabit in Bombay in 

the early 1980s. 
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III. Origins and Antecedents of the MQM 

 

The Muttehida Qaumi Movement (MQM) has an even briefer history than that 

of the Shiv Sena.  Founded in Karachi in 1984 as the Muhajir Qaumi Movement by Altaf 

Hussain, the MQM devoted itself to the political representation of Muhajirs (i.e. those 

Muslims who migrated to what became Pakistan from what became India following 

independence and Partition, principally from 1947 to approximately 1952) initially in 

Karachi, but later in other urban centres of Sindh.  Unlike the Shiv Sena, which was 

primarily known only domestically in its early years, the MQM didn’t take long to garner 

an international audience.  In particular, the spectacular violence in which the party 

participated in the spring of 1985 in Karachi attracted the attention of many observers 

outside of Pakistan, including in the United States.  At that time the U.S. government 

maintained a close alliance with Pakistan’s military dictator, General Zia ul-Haq, 

considering him an ideological and instrumental ally in the American and Saudi Arabian 

project to expel Soviet forces from Afghanistan.  Since the United States government 

felt that it held a geopolitical stake in Pakistan’s stability, and since the firearms that the 

Pakistani government imported from American sources into Karachi to support the 

insurgency against Soviet occupation of Afghanistan were the same ones that were 

flooding Karachi’s streets and thus facilitating the MQM’s violence, the MQM became 

an internationally recognizable name very quickly.   

 That being said, the origins and antecedents of the MQM, like those of the Shiv 

Sena, remain poorly understood.  Muhajir identity, though most explicitly and 

effectively activated and mobilized by the MQM in the mid-1980s, has a long history 

dating back to Partition and its accompanying mass population shifts, a series of events 
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which is not merely important to Muhajir identity, but, as the very word “Muhajir” 

indicates, largely defines it.  This chapter seeks to outline the evolution Muhajir identity 

in postcolonial Pakistan, beginning with the experience of Partition and leading all the 

way up to the MQM’s establishment in 1984.  The chapter will examine the factors that 

contributed to the genesis and maintenance of this identity and the reasons why its 

political representatives did not generally engage in the sort of “demand-politics” that 

dominated Maharashtrian political discourse generally and Shiv Sena political discourse 

more specifically in its early years. 

 As it was for all people involved, Partition was a traumatic experience for the 

Muslims of northern India (e.g. Uttar Pradesh and Rajasthan) who migrated to Karachi 

and other urban centres in Sindh in search of a home in the newly created state of 

Pakistan.  The violence and brutality that characterized the various migration routes 

themselves is well-documented, and need not be addressed here.  More important for 

our purposes is an examination of the experience of Muhajirs once they had arrived in 

Sindh’s cities, especially Karachi.  Relations between the Muhajirs and the existing 

population of Karachi were strained from the very start due to the official establishment 

of an international boundary between India and Pakistan.  As Zamindar notes, this 

boundary based upon the Radcliffe Line did not just represent a frontier between two 

newly born states.  It also established a frontier dividing loyal citizens from suspect 

citizens.44

                                                           
44 Vazira Zamindar, The Long Partition and the Making of Modern South Asia: Refugees, 
Boundaries, Histories, New York: Columbia University Press, 2007, p. 11 

  Those people who had migrated from India to settle in Pakistan, of course, 

fell into the latter category, as did any non-Muslims who remained in Pakistan.  This 

sense of suspicion was not felt as strongly in Pakistani Punjab, where most of the 

migrants had arrived from the eastern, or Indian, portion of Punjab and thus already 
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spoke Punjabi and, broadly speaking, shared similar educational and economic 

backgrounds with those Punjabis among whom they came to live.  In Sindh, however, 

the local population’s suspicion of migrants was much more acute.  Those Muhajirs who 

had settled in Sindh spoke Urdu, were better educated, and were more affluent than 

the Sindhis among whom they had settled. 

 Of course, Muhajirs in urban Sindh felt their own suspicions, not just toward 

their Sindhi co-religionists, but also toward the Hindus who had remained behind in 

places like Karachi and Hyderabad.  These Hindus often represented a professional and 

property-owning elite, and their continued presence in the cities of Sindh, so many 

Muhajirs believed, deprived the newly arrived migrants of economic opportunity.45  

With this sense of resentment in mind, many Muhajirs participated in an anti-Hindu riot 

in Karachi on 6 January 1948 which naturally served to increase the rate of Hindu 

exodus from the city.  The Chief Minister of Sindh, M.A. Khuhro, initially voiced no 

objection to the violence and the consequent Hindu departures, but it did not take long 

for him to reconsider this position.  Recognizing the importance of this Hindu elite for 

the economic health of Karachi, Khuhro instead encouraged them to remain in the city 

and offered them protection against further violence.  These overtures not only further 

alienated Muhajirs from the Hindu minority, but also caused them to question the 

extent to which the Sindhi government represented their interests.46

 The political boundary separating Muhajirs from Sindhis became reinforced 

physically later that year by a central government ordinance that perhaps more than 

any other facilitated the consolidation of Muhajir identity.  On 23 July 1948 the 

 

                                                           
45 Ibid., p. 64 
46 Ibid., p. 48.  See also Sarah Ansari, Life After Partition: Migration, Community and Strife in 
Sindh: 1947-1962, Oxford UK: Oxford University Press, 2005, pp. 57-58 
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government of Pakistan issued the Pakistan (Establishment of Federal Capital) Order.47

 Of course, the establishment of the federal capital at Karachi did not end 

Muhajir conflict with Sindhi political interests.  In fact, Muhajir political mobilization 

continued to coalesce around opposition to Sindhi interests.  In 1948 and 1949 many 

Muhajir organizations, often organized on the basis of place of origin in India, began to 

lobby the government of Sindh for reserved seats in the Sindh Legislative Assembly.  

Specifically, these organizations felt that the assembly seats that had in late colonial 

times been reserved for Sindhi Hindus should now instead be reserved for Muhajirs.  In 

the civic administration of Karachi a similar conflict arose, as the central government 

had decided that the city should be governed by appointed committees, appointment to 

which required a minimum residency requirement of one year, thus disqualifying 

virtually all Muhajirs from consideration.  Muhajir politicians campaigned to have this 

residency requirement set aside to allow Muhajirs to take their rightful positions as 

leaders and administrators of Karachi.  In the face of Sindhi opposition to these 

proposals, they initially failed.

  

This order separated the city of Karachi and its environs from the state of Sindh and 

established it as the autonomous federal capital of Pakistan.  Besides providing a 

political separation between Muhajir and Sindhi communities, the establishment of 

Karachi as an autonomous zone produced a jurisdiction in which Muhajirs represented a 

majority and thus created a de jure framework in which a Muhajir identity could grow 

and develop. 

48

                                                           
47 Ansari, p. 62.  See also Feroz Ahmed, Ethnicity and Politics in Pakistan, Karachi: Oxford 
University Press, 1998, p. 103 

  It would not be the last time that Muhajirs’ lack of 

48 Ansari, p. 90 
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roots in Sindh and Karachi would work to their political disadvantage and breed 

resentment among them. 

 These failures caused Muhajir politicians to recognize the need for a coherent 

and consolidated political party to represent exclusively the interests of Muhajirs and 

spurred activity in that direction.  It was with these frustrations in mind that the Awami 

Muslim League was established in August 1949 with the backing of a group of dissident 

Muslim Leaguers led by Muhammad Mahmood.  The Awami Muslim League stood in 

direct opposition to the Sindhi Provincial Muslim League, which it saw as corrupt and 

controlled by powerful Sindhi zamindars whose interests the SPML exclusively 

represented.  Sindhi zamindar domination of the SPML, especially at the district level, 

both prevented Muhajirs from obtaining what it perceived as its rightful number of 

seats on League district committees and allowed the zamindars to resist the central 

government’s agrarian reform programme which would have reduced their control of 

both the land and cultivators, and thus, also their political clout.  Despite Awami Muslim 

League opposition, however, Sindhi zamindars remained the dominant political force in 

the province of Sindh.49

 For all of the importance that formal politics no doubt had in the forging and 

strengthening of a common Muhajir identity, urban residential policy and patterns 

played an equally significant role.  More specifically, from the Muhajirs’ arrival in 

Karachi, there seems to have been a clear discrepancy between what physical space 

most Muhajirs thought that they should occupy and the physical spaces that the 

governments of Sindh and subsequently Karachi allotted to them.  Residential, but by no 

means absolute, segregation had been the norm in Karachi, especially in the two 

 

                                                           
49 Ibid., p. 92-94 
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decades preceding Partition.  Karachi’s first mayor, Jamshed Nusserwanji Mehta, in the 

1920s established a policy of active encouragement for the construction of cooperative 

housing societies.  Even prior to Partition these societies tended to be populated 

predominantly by single ethnic groups, but following Partition this pattern became even 

further entrenched, with Muhajirs tending to cluster in certain neighborhoods and 

locales in the city on the basis of their respective towns or regions of origin in India, 

occupying homes previous resided in by non-Muslims who had migrated to India, but 

also constructing makeshift shelters in this same neighborhoods where there was 

insufficient pukka housing.50

 The government in Karachi and Sindh, at the central, provincial, and municipal 

levels, however, had a different vision of Muhajirs’ niche in the urban milieu of Karachi 

and other cities in Sindh.  Initially, the resettlement of Muhajirs in Karachi was 

facilitated and overseen by the existing Rent Controller’s Office, although the West 

Pakistan (Protection of Evacuee Property) Ordinance of 1948 created an authority 

devoted solely to migrant resettlement.

 

51  In order to alleviate the crowding in Karachi 

caused by greater immigration than emigration, a problem which the municipal 

government was not by itself equipped to handle, the central government initiated a 

project to build satellite towns on the outskirts of the city to provide adequate housing 

for Muhajirs.52

                                                           
50 Ibid., pp. 123-126 

  However, this was not a solution to which most Muhajirs were 

amenable.  Most of them had come from urban backgrounds and urban professions in 

India and depended for their livelihoods upon tight integration into the urban economy.  

Many who were resettled in these satellite towns just returned to Karachi.  What these 

51 Zamindar, p. 149 
52 Ansari, pp. 76-77 



31 
 

Muhajirs wanted instead was an improvement in the urban environment in which they 

lived.  Some of the earliest lobbying organizations dedicated explicitly to Muhajir needs 

were those which devoted themselves to pressuring the governments of Karachi and 

Sindh to improve the transport, communications, and public health infrastructure of 

Karachi.53

 Another solution proposed (and half-heartedly pursued) by the government of 

Pakistan to the problem of Muhajir population explosion in Karachi was the expansion 

of the system of cooperative housing societies.  The central government, as the new 

administrator of Karachi, made it clear that cooperative housing societies in Karachi 

would have to bid for government support (i.e. land grants and money) for their housing 

projects.  Besides demonstrating the bureaucratic nightmare that Muhajirs had to 

navigate just to get a proper residence, the cooperative housing societies also 

demonstrated a clear class cleavage within the Muhajir community, as they tended to 

cater mostly to the wealthiest Muhajirs.  One of the most affluent housing societies of 

all, the Central Pakistan Government Employees’ Cooperative Housing Society, which 

central government workers who had migrated from India, enjoyed so much wealth and 

political clout that it was able to opt out of the Karachi Cooperative Housing Societies 

Union, which had been founded as a single collective bargaining front from which to 

negotiate housing support with the government.

 

54

 By 1950 it had become obvious that neither the Pakistani government, nor any 

provincial or municipal government beneath it was capable of absorbing the large and 

constantly growing numbers of Muhajirs that had flooded into the country since 

Partition commenced in 1947.  Furthermore, no such governments were terribly 

 

                                                           
53 Ibid., pp. 132-134 
54 Ibid., pp. 139-140 
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inclined to make the effort.  With these considerations in mind, Liaquat Ali Khan and 

Jawaharlal Nehru concluded the Delhi Pact on 8 April 1950, in which each country 

guaranteed the safety and legal protection of its respective religious minorities (i.e. 

Muslims in India and principally Hindu non-Muslims in Pakistan).  By offering this mutual 

guarantee, this pact signaled a commitment of both the Indian and Pakistani 

governments to slow, if not halt, the flow of migrants from one country to the other, 

thus stabilizing the Muhajir population in Sindh and Karachi.  Many Muhajirs resented 

the implications of the pact, specifically that Pakistan was neither able nor willing to 

accommodate all of South Asia’s Muslims and that the Pakistani government considered 

the resettlement of existing Muhajirs to be an unwarranted and undesired burden.  

Though the Delhi Pact heightened the Muhajir sense of victimization and unfair 

treatment, it nevertheless marked a major step in normalizing Muhajir status in Pakistan 

and shift from ad hoc solutions to immigration from India to attempts at more 

permanent resettlement.55

 Despite the trauma of Partition and the subsequent difficulties that plagued the 

resettlement process, the picture for Muhajirs in Sindh and Karachi was not as uniformly 

bleak as the MQM would later portray it.  As Jalal has noted, “With the civil bureaucracy 

and the army instead of a representative national political party as the senior partners, 

state authority and externally stimulated capitalistic economic development come to 

rest on an administrative rather than a political centralization.”

 

56

                                                           
55 Zamindar, pp. 170-174 

  Fortunately for the 

Muhajir community, they made up a significant part of the administrative elite that 

participated in and benefited from such centralization during the 1950s.  Muhajirs 

56 Ayesha Jalal, “State-Building in the Post-War World: Britain’s Colonial Legacy, American 
Futures and Pakistan,” in Sugata Bose (ed.), South Asia and World Capitalism, New Delhi, Oxford 
University Press, 1990, p. 300 
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continued to occupy a proportion of government positions well in excess of the 4% of 

Pakistan’s population which they represented, despite the death of Liaquat Ali Khan and 

the growing presence of Punjabis in the civil service.57

 On the language front, an issue which would in the early 1970s come to 

preoccupy many a Muhajir mind, Urdu reigned supreme in the early 1950s, at the very 

least in Karachi.  Muhajir publishers and editors dominated the newspaper industry in 

the city, which was home to thirty-four newspapers in the early 1950s, the 

overwhelming majority of which were Urdu and English language papers run by Muhajir 

editorial staffs.  This precedent had already been set in Delhi in 1941 when Jinnah had 

established Dawn as the pre-eminent mouthpiece of the Muslim League and the 

Pakistan movement.  When the paper relocated to Karachi in 1947, it continued to 

advance the positions and interests of those who had come with it from Delhi, namely 

north Indians who in Pakistan composed the bulk of the Muhajir population.  Those 

Pakistanis who could not read were also available as an audience for Muhajir views and 

ideas, as All-Pakistan Radio offered an abundance of Urdu programming under Muhajir 

management.

  Of course, it is important to keep 

in mind the class cleavages previously mentioned and to remember that those Muhajirs 

who enjoyed government employment generally represented the upper strata of the 

Muhajir community. 

58

 From this privileged position within the civilian administration, the media, as 

well as trade and industry, which Muhajirs came to dominate particularly after the 

  For all the indignities that Muhajirs suffered during Partition and 

resettlement, one could certainly not argue that they had no public voice. 

                                                           
57 S. Akbar Zaidi, “Sindhi vs Muhajir: Contradiction, conflict, compromise,” in S. Akbar Zaidi (ed.), 
Regional Imbalances & The National Question in Pakistan, Lahore: Vanguard, 1992, p. 337  
58 Ansari, pp. 145-147 
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Korean War,59 Muhajir politicians in Karachi by the mid-1950s to a great extent shifted 

their political allegiance from the Muslim League to the Jamaat-i-Islami (JI) and 

mobilized their constituents around opposition to reservation of government 

employment on the basis of regional origin.  In a move that stands in stark contrast to 

their Maharashtrian counterparts in Bombay, many Muhajirs during the 1950s staunchly 

opposed reservation of government jobs and argued instead for a meritocracy in the 

government and in education, which would naturally tilt the playing field in favor of 

Muhajir job applicants and ensure their continued dominance of the civil bureaucracy.  

As Ahmed so deftly put it, “The principle of protectionism and guaranteed quotas, 

developed as a fine art by the Urdu-speaking Muslims in North India, was turned on its 

head.”60

 The privilege that they enjoyed, however, did not prevent Muhajirs from 

opposing the government over specific policies when it suited them.  This occurred 

much more frequently after Ayub Khan declared martial law in October 1958, but the 

Muhajirs of Karachi earlier displayed their dissatisfaction with the decision to 

incorporate the bulk of the Karachi Federal Capital Area into West Pakistan in 

implementation of what is known as the One-Unit policy, under which West Pakistan’s 

provincial boundaries were dissolved and West Pakistan was governed as a single 

province in October 1955.

   

61

                                                           
59 Zaidi, p. 337 

  The Muhajir population of Karachi mobilized against the 

city’s amalgamation with West Pakistan, though ultimately to no avail.  The central 

government decided that only the Federal Secretariat and the legislatures would remain 

part of a truncated Federal Capital Area, with the rest of Karachi absorbed into West 

60 Ahmed, pp. 104-105 
61 Yunas Samad, A Nation in Turmoil: Nationalism and Ethnicity in Pakistan, 1937-1958, New 
Delhi: Sage Publications, 1995, p. 173  
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Pakistan.  In May 1958, even this rump of Karachi was formally amalgamated with West 

Pakistani provincial structures.  Though the efforts failed, the Muhajir campaign to 

retain Karachi’s autonomy played a substantial role in creating a common sense of 

Muhajir purpose, grievance, and identity.62

 General Ayub Khan’s declaration of martial law on 7 October 1958 gave many 

Muhajirs a sensation they had experienced before during Partition: promise, followed 

by grave disappointment.  Initially, Ayub took some interest in meeting the needs of 

Muhajirs, particularly pertaining to their resettlement.  Ayub inaugurated the 

construction of the Greater Karachi Resettlement Plan, which entailed the construction 

of satellite towns and industrial estates on the city’s outskirts to provide adequate 

housing and employment for Karachi’s Muhajirs.  Due to the inadequate quality and 

quantity of the lodgings, the plan proved a failure and was scrapped in 1964.  The 

termination of the Greater Karachi Resettlement Plan under Ayub was yet another in a 

series of government failures to meet the residential needs of Muhajirs.

 

63

 Two political developments at the national level further put the Muhajir 

community on the defensive.  The first was the relocation of the national capital in June 

1959 from Karachi to a site in Punjab north of Rawalpindi which would come to be 

known as Islamabad in 1960.  Besides the diminution of prestige and political 

importance that this move inflicted upon Muhajirs, it also meant a decline in Muhajir 

representation on the government payrolls.  The second development, which was 

equally detrimental to Muhajir political ambitions, was Ayub’s introduction of what is 

known as Basic Democracy in December 1959.  Basic Democracy limited the franchise 

through the creation of voter councils which typically elected established politicians and 
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local zamindars.  This left Muhajirs, who generally did not own land and who had only 

settled in Karachi and Sindh within approximately the previous decade, out in the 

political cold, while simultaneously empowering the Sindhi landlords with whom they 

had had a rather adversarial relationship since arriving in Pakistan.64

 During the 1960s economic and political power continued to accumulate in the 

hands of the Punjabi military and administrative elite and in the hands of their junior 

partners, the Pathans, personified by Ayub Khan.  Punjab’s economic supremacy in 

Pakistan really took off in the middle of the decade with the growth of capitalist 

agriculture associated with the so-called Green Revolution.  The new inputs which this 

revolution brought, such as chemical fertilizers and genetically modified seeds, 

dramatically increased the efficiency of the agricultural sector, a development which 

both enriched major Punjabi landholders, but also channeled many young Punjabis 

away from agricultural labor and into education.  These young educated Punjabis left 

the land and moved not just to cities in Punjab, but also to cities in Sindh, where they 

competed with Muhajirs for government jobs that had previously been more or less the 

latter’s exclusive preserve.  Under these circumstances, many Muhajirs felt besieged 

and believed that they were being robbed of something to which they were entitled.

 

65

 Muhajirs expressed their opposition to such intrusion at the ballot box.  During 

the 1965 poll, despite all of the in-built measures in the electoral system to ensure 

retention of power by Ayub and his military allies, Ayub Khan fared poorly in areas 

dominated by Muhajir populations, actually losing in Karachi proper.  This same 

opposition, organized to a great extent by the JI and the Jamiat-i-Ulema-i-Pakistan (JUP), 

led the protest charge against Ayub in 1968 and ’69 resulting in the latter’s ouster and 
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his replacement by General Yahya Khan in 1969.  Yahya’s decision to restore West 

Pakistan’s erstwhile provincial boundaries in 1970 met with a mixed response from 

Muhajir quarters.  The end of One-Unit might stop, or at least slow down, the influx of 

Punjabis into urban Sindh, but the incorporation of Karachi into the province of Sindh 

forced many Muhajirs, who had previously enjoyed the job security afforded them by 

their urban enclave, to compete with Sindhis for employment in the Sindhi provincial 

administration.  As competition with Punjabis for employment had before, this new 

confrontation with Sindhis confirmed a Muhajir sense of victimization and 

encirclement.66

 The Muhajir community was dealt a further blow by the secession of East 

Pakistan from the central authority of Islamabad and the establishment of the 

independent state of Bangladesh.  For Muhajirs, the most important outcome of this 

event was the destabilization of the two-nation theory as the Pakistani state’s raison 

d’être and as the basis upon which Muhajirs’ self-perception as the leaders of the 

Pakistani nation rested.

   

67

                                                           
66 Ahmed, pp. 109-110 

  In the absence of two-nation theory, the Pakistani state 

required a new ideology to explain and to justify its cohesion.  Many Pakistani 

politicians, including Prime Minister Z.A. Bhutto, came to subscribe around this time to 

“nationality theory.”  Nationality theory in effect recognized the cultural and linguistic 

diversity of Pakistan, but posited that each cultural and linguistic group formed a 

national unit due to their shared roots in Indus Valley civilization.  This formulation of 

Pakistani nationality of course posed great challenges for Muhajirs’ sense of belonging 

in the Pakistani nation.  Nationality theory, in combination with Bengali secession, 

confirmed the relationship of territory to nation, but also that of territorial tenure to 

67 Ibid., p. 113 
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nation.  Muhajirs didn’t possess at that time what they could call a homeland in 

Pakistan, as Sindhis, Baluch, Punjabis, and Pathans could, and even when they briefly 

controlled a piece of territory in the form of the Karachi Federal Capital Area, they 

hadn’t occupied it for long enough to qualify as part of the Pakistani nation under the 

terms of nationality theory.  In short, in little over a decade the theoretical 

underpinnings of Pakistani nationality had shifted to such an extent that the Muhajir 

community had become marginalized from a position of centrality.68

 It did not take long before this theoretical marginalization among Muhajirs, and 

their opposition to it, began to manifest itself in fairly concrete ways.  In July 1972 the 

Sindh Legislative Assembly passed the Sindhi Language Bill to require students who 

were not already doing so to learn the provincial language in their schooling and to 

require employees of the provincial government to know the Sindhi language as well.  

As one might expect, this measure met with fierce opposition from the province’s 

Muhajirs who not only believed that Urdu should be the national language of Pakistan 

but also depended upon recognition of that language for the maintenance of their 

privileged access to government employment.  Violent protests in Karachi, which had 

become the capital of Sindh after the dissolution of One-Unit, followed and forced 

Prime Minister Bhutto to intervene.  In order to halt the violence while not alienating his 

own Sindhi base, Bhutto persuaded the Sindh Legislative Assembly to amend the bill to 

give non-Sindhi speakers (i.e. Muhajirs) a twelve-year reprieve from the Sindhi 

requirement for government service.  Clearly, the amalgamation of Karachi with Sindh 

was off to a rocky start, and this episode in its early history helped to consolidate 
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Muhajir identity around the issue of language and in opposition to the Sindhis with 

whom they shared their province.69

 For all of the Punjabi competition against Muhajirs for jobs in the central 

bureaucracy beginning in the 1960s, Muhajirs continued to comprise a large proportion 

of this civil service, even after the relocation of the capital to Islamabad in ’59.  

Ironically, it was a Sindhi, Prime Minister Bhutto, who did the most to weaken the civil 

service and Muhajir control over it.  Bhutto’s reforms, which reduced the centralized 

character of the bureaucracy and broadened its base of recruitment to other ethnic 

groups, sufficiently enervated the strength of the civil service as an obstacle to the 

untrammeled power of the military, thus facilitating the political supremacy of the 

military and the Punjabis who control it.

   

70  Despite subsequent disappointment, the 

Muhajir community generally welcomed the usurpation of power by General Zia, as his 

political embrace of orthodox, authoritarian Islam at least conformed to a Muhajir 

understanding of Muslim identity as the cohering ideology of the Pakistani nation.  

Furthermore, Zia’s authoritarian and centralizing tendencies reversed the efforts of 

Bhutto and his Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) toward the empowerment of a distinct 

Sindhi political identity.71

  

  Under the Zia regime, Muhajir interests and the 

representation of Muhajir identity entered a new phase, one which will be taken up in 

Chapter 4. 
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IV. The Shiv Sena’s Transition to Hindu Nationalism and the “Free” Market 

 

It is difficult if not impossible to locate a single, contained moment or brief 

period during which the Shiv Sena transformed itself from a representative of demand-

politics on behalf of Maharashtrians to what Eckert has, with only partial accuracy, 

referred to as self-help advocacy.72  Eckert seems to date this shift to the 1990s, 

particularly after the Shiv Sena for the first time formed a government in Maharashtra 

with Manohar Joshi as Chief Minister in 1995, explaining the shift as to some extent 

dictated by the Sena’s desire not to issue demands to a government that the party itself 

controlled.73  Banerjee, meanwhile, argues that this transformation of Sena practice and 

ideology can be dated with great precision to the Bombay textile workers’ strike of 

1982-83.74  For the sake of my argument, that the Sena’s general abandonment of 

demand-politics and subsequent embrace of antagonistic ethno-religious75

                                                           
72 Eckert, pp. 20-21 

 politics and 

so-called self-help advocacy resulted not from a withdrawal of the state but rather from 

a reorientation of state practice and goals in the service of and in collusion with 

industrial capitalists, the textile workers’ strike offers an imperfect but nevertheless 

convenient starting point. 

73 Ibid., p. 21 
74 Banerjee, p. 161 
75 I use the term ethno-religious to refer to the Shiv Sena’s conception of Hindu identity as one 
which conflates an ethnic community with a community of faith.  As Ashutosh Varshney has 
noted, social scientists generally define ethnic groups in one of two ways: 1.) as racial or linguistic 
groups; 2.) as groups united by any ascriptive characteristic, including religion, tribe, or caste.  
Though the latter definition certainly applies to the anti-Muslim Hindu nationalist discourse of 
the Sena, it would obscure the extent to which the Sena, and Hindutva forces more generally, 
have reified religious identity into a supposedly immutable category.  The term “ethno-religious,” 
I think, captures this reification more effectively.  See Varshney, Ethnic Conflict and Civil Life: 
Hindus and Muslims in India, New Haven CT: Yale University Press, 2002, pp. 4-5 
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 One of the most noteworthy aspects of the textile strike in relation to the Shiv 

Sena is the Sena’s conspicuous absence from it.  Two months prior to the strike’s official 

commencement on 18 January 1982 Bal Thackeray had made overtures toward the 

textile workers, who had already begun to express their grievances against the mill 

owners publicly.  Riding this wave of dissatisfaction, Thackeray had called a one-day 

strike on 1 November 1981 to demand that the textile workers receive a wage increase 

of Rs. 200 per month.  The mill employees responded enthusiastically to his call, with 

nearly all of the textile workers from the mills concerned participating, thus making the 

1 November strike a resounding and visibly spectacular success.  Thackeray also issued 

an ultimatum to the mill owners that if this demand had not been met by the middle of 

the month, then he would organize the workers in an indefinite strike.  However, this 

deadline passed without any further agitation from Thackeray.  This subsequent inaction 

was not due to any inability to mobilize the workers on Thackeray’s part, as the success 

of the initial strike clearly indicates, but was rather the product of his unwillingness to 

maintain a confrontational pose in the face of mill ownership.  This unwillingness to 

press insistently for the wage demands of the textile workers destroyed Thackeray’s 

credibility among them.  The workers, composed predominantly of Maharashtrian 

Hindus whose interests Thackeray claimed to represent most fervently, abandoned 

Thackeray and instead chose to unite under the more militant leadership of Dr. Datta 

Samant.76

 Once the strike commenced under Samant’s guidance, the Sena’s evident 

indifference to the textile workers’ demands became outright hostility.  At a rally on 28 
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October 1982 Thackeray declared his frustration and impatience with the persistence of 

the strike: 

We have to unite.  Chandragupta Maurya had mobilised all the nation’s forces and 
thrown out Sikander [Alexander the Great].  The time has come for us to do the 
same…We want a new dawn to come about in Maharashtra.  A dawn which will make 
people happy, put an end to strikes, and make women fearless.  We have to come 
together and bring about such a dispensation in the state.  I appeal to all opposition 
parties to come together and topple the Congress regime in Maharashtra…Sharad 
Pawar [who had spoken earlier at the same rally] has given a seven-day ultimatum to 
Samant and the government.  We won’t allow the seventh day to end if a solution is not 
found.77

 
 

Hindu nationalism, or at least its virulently anti-Muslim strain, does not appear to have 

significantly informed Thackeray’s opposition to Samant and the strike.  His reference to 

Chandragupta Maurya’s struggle against the forces of Alexander the Great is, of course, 

a pre-Islamic one.  Furthermore, Thackeray’s deployment here of Alexander the Great as 

the historical character analogous to Datta Samant implies that, to Thackeray, the labor 

militancy which Samant represented was some sort of foreign, particularly European 

imposition, and that the workers on strike under Samant’s guidance were therefore in 

some way untrue to their Maharashtrian identity.  Most importantly for the material 

aims of the textile workers, the “new dawn” in Maharashtra which Thackeray sought to 

bring about was not one in which management would meet the demands of workers, 

but rather one in which there would be no strikes.  For Thackeray, the strength and 

unity of the country, emblemized by Chandragupta Maurya, did not simply take priority 

over the demands of labor.  Rather, the two were mutually exclusive.  A brighter future 

for Maharashtra thus dictated that the government take an active role in the 

suppression of the textile workers’ strike and any future labor agitation.  

                                                           
77 Vaibhav Purandare, The Sena Story, Mumbai: Business Publications Inc., 1999, p. 225 
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Despite this early failure to mobilize the textile workers qua workers, Thackeray 

and the Shiv Sena’s subsequent decision to steer clear of the strike proved wise from 

their perspective, as the strike unfolded in a manner that directly benefited the Sena 

and its ability to appeal to and mobilize these Maharashtrian Hindu laborers on practical 

and ideological terms more amenable to the party.  Two major factors played roles in 

breaking the strike by the summer of 1983.  The first was the emerging importance of 

the powerloom sector in the textile industry.  The powerlooms proved to be a significant 

advantage to the mill owners in their ability to resist the economic pressure applied by 

the workers striking in the large scale mills.  These looms were owned predominantly by 

Muslim entrepreneurs who operated out of their homes as small business owners who 

were sub-contracted by the large mill owners to fill production quotas to make up the 

shortfall left by the striking workers.  The mill owners discovered not only that these 

small operations in the powerloom sector could take up the production slack, but that 

they could do so with greater efficiency and, of course, less human labor.78

 The second factor that contributed to the failure of the textile workers’ strike 

was of substantially greater importance, and that was the role of the government in 

actively supporting the position of the mill owners throughout the strike.  In a technical 

sense the 1982-83 strike and all of the other strikes that preceded it were illegal under 

the terms of the Bombay Industrial Relations Act of 1946, which sought to curb labor 

militancy by promoting negotiation and the generation of consensus between labor and 

management as the means to assure the rights and well-being of workers, a philosophy 

which, of course, tended to favor the interests of management.  By the provisions of the 

BIR Act the Government of Maharashtra was thus at liberty to treat strikes as a violation 
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of the law and to suppress them.  However, in the past the Government had often in the 

past intervened in labor disputes on behalf of workers, so the striking textile workers 

had justification for their belief that the Government would do so again in 1982-83.  The 

workers, however, were to be disappointed.  The Government did not only fail to 

intervene on their behalf, but it also allied itself with the interests of the mill owners in a 

concerted effort to break the strike.79

 The failure of the textile workers’ strike had disastrous consequences for the 

economy and society of Bombay.  Between 1979 and 1988 industrial employment in 

Bombay plummeted by 142,000, including a loss of 88,000 jobs in the textile industry, a 

loss most certainly due to the textile strike and the subsequent “retrenchment” of 

workers that it caused.

  Clearly, this was not a case of the “free market” 

working its magic, but an example of the collusion of the state with its allied capitalists 

to undermine the political power of labor and to ensure the security of industrial 

production.   

80  Meanwhile, despite this substantial drop in industrial 

employment, which amounted to a fall of 9 percent between 1978 and 1988, industrial 

production in the organized sector in Bombay jumped by 240 percent.81

                                                           
79 van Wersch, pp. 87-92, 417, 426; Banerjee pp. 78-79 

  As striking as 

these statistics are on their face, they indicate a much more important development for 

Bombay besides rising unemployment and the relative penury and struggle that it 

generates.  Patel notes that multinational companies in Bombay during this period did 

not reduce their output, as the above statistic on productivity also indicates, but that 

through the use of subcontractors these companies have shifted the manufacture of 

80 Sudha Deshpande and Lalit Deshpande, “Work, Wages, and Well-being: 1950s and 1990s,” in 
Sujata Patel and Jim Masselos (eds.) Bombay and Mumbai: The City in Transition, New Delhi: 
Oxford University Press, 2003, p. 67 
81 Banerjee, p. 72 
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high volume, low-value goods to suburbs outside the city, while maintaining high-value 

manufacturing operations in the city where skilled labor has continued to concentrate.  

In contradistinction to Banerjee, Patel refers to this pattern not as an indication of de-

industrialization, but rather a spatial reorganization of labor in Bombay in which the 

physical distribution of labor has become highly decentralized.82  This decentralization 

had a number of consequences, but the most important one for the current argument is 

that it posed formidable barriers to the organization of labor into unions.  These barriers 

provided the Shiv Sena with an opportunity to organize Bombay’s Hindu Maharashtrians 

along different lines, in their residential neighborhoods.83

 It was in this context that Thackeray and the Sena made their return to political 

prominence in Bombay in 1984.  During a rally on 21 April 1984 Thackeray declared in 

no uncertain terms his commitment to Hindu nationalism: 

   

If, by virtue of being a minority, [Muslims] are going to be pampered even in future, our 
Hindu Mahasangh [coalition of Hindu nationalist organizations led by the Sena] will 
perform the necessary operation to weed out this cancer from the nation.  Hence all 
Hindus should gather under the saffron of the Hindu Mahasangh.  Also, I reiterate the 
Shivaji Jayanti [birthday of Shivaji] procession in Bhiwandi will take place this year under 
any circumstances.84

 
 

Thackeray kept his promise.  The Sena, as part of the Hindu Mahasangh, orchestrated a 

pogrom against Muslims in Bhiwandi on 17 May 1984.  Violence commenced after 

someone (presumbably a Shiv Sainik or some other member of the Hindu Mahasangh) 

planted a saffron flag atop a mosque in the area.  The Sena actually brought busloads of 

                                                           
82 Sujata Patel, “Bombay and Mumbai: Identities, Politics, and Populism,” in Patel and Masselos, 
p. 11 
83 Ibid., p. 23.  Though Patel’s argument is sharper and more nuanced than others, it still falls into 
the same tempting trap of attributing the Sena’s rise to a sense of insecurity and relative 
deprivation caused by the vicissitudes of “the market.”  While these phenomena have no doubt 
contributed to the development of the Sena, they do not by themselves explain it.  What Patel 
misses is the extent to which the state as active facilitator of industry and defender of industrial 
capitalists has created an environment in which the Sena can flourish. 
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its supporters to Bhiwandi to join in the violence, which over the course of the next 

several days spread to other parts of the Bombay area.  After ten days of unabated 

violence, which occurred only with the collusion of the police force, the army finally 

arrived to restore order.  The pogrom left hundreds of (mostly Muslim) people dead, 

more than 1,100 injured, and thousands homeless.85

                                                           
85 Hansen, pp. 76-77 

  Besides the gruesome toll it took 

on Greater Bombay, especially its Muslim population, the pogrom that began in 

Bhiwandi had several specific consequences for the Shiv Sena in particular and for its 

role in the politics of the city.  First, it reinvigorated the party’s support base and 

inspired enthusiasm from new supporters among Hindu Maharashtrians at a time when 

its political star had been on the wane due to its absence from the textile workers’ 

strike.  Second, it allowed the Sena to atone for its absence and ineffectiveness during 

the strike.  The party did not simply choose Bhiwandi at random as a good place to 

engineer a riot.  They chose it because the town was home to the largest concentration 

of Muslim powerloom operators in the Bombay Metropolitan Region.  The Muslim loom 

operators of Bhiwandi were many of the same ones who had taken on production for 

mill owners on a contractual basis during the strike and thus helped the owners to resist 

and ultimately defeat the demands of the striking workers.  By choosing Bhiwandi as the 

site for a pogrom, Thackeray simultaneously superimposed his ethno-religious 

conception of conflict upon the labor-related grievances of the formerly striking workers 

and integrated the two together.  During the strike, Thackeray could not support the 

Hindu Maharashtrian workers qua workers, but with the strike safely over and the 

conflict with the mill ownership and management safely relegated to the background, 
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he could support the Hindu Maharashtrian workers qua Hindu Maharashtrians in a 

manner that affirmed both hierarchy and competition.86

 The third consequence of the Bhiwandi pogrom was that it facilitated the Sena’s 

deeper and more unabashed integration into the corrupt world of real estate brokerage 

in the Bombay Metropolitan Region.

 

87  The departure of thousands of Muslims of 

Bhiwandi who the Sena had targeted for violence offered ample opportunity for the 

party and its members to engage in the black market seizure and sale of land for 

development.  Of course, the black market trade in land was not a new phenomenon 

that the Shiv Sena invented or perfected.  Instead, the Sena was tapping into an existing 

pattern of practice that the Congress had developed over the course of the preceding 

several decades, but which they had pursued more brazenly only since the late 1970s.  

Eckert describes the constellation of laws and regulations, ranging from the Land 

Acquisition Act of 1894 all the way up to the Urban Land (Ceiling and Regulation) Act of 

1976, as a “regulatory maze” that paralyzed the formal market for real estate and 

played a major role in fostering a “parallel” market for land capable of producing 

enormous profits for those with the resources and political support to cash in on the 

opportunities.  During the textile workers’ strike, this parallel market had given the mill 

ownership not only the ability to resist the demands of the striking workers, but also an 

incentive to do so.  With the price of land in the real estate black market reaching eye-

watering levels in the early 80s, the closure of mills became an enticing prospect for mill 

owners, as the price that they could fetch for their land far exceeded the value of the 

textiles that their mills could produce.88
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 As Narayanan demonstrates specifically in relation to the Urban Land (Ceiling 

and Regulation) Act of 1976 (ULCRA), the regulatory maze described by Eckert does not 

function solely as the bureaucratic red tape that so many proponents of liberal reform, 

especially after 1991, have claimed that it does.  In direct contradiction to the ostensibly 

“socialist” purpose of the ULCRA, which, by capping the amount of land permitted to be 

concentrated in individual hands, was to broaden the base of land and home ownership, 

the central government drafted ULCRA in such a way as to permit its persistent and 

widespread manipulation and circumvention so that urban construction could progress 

unhindered and continue to offer obscene profits to those with the knowledge and 

political resources to navigate the Act.89

 Through the ULCRA, the Government of Maharashtra, which is responsible for 

the implementation of the Act at the state level, has acted as a facilitator of capitalist 

development in the real estate market during the 70s and 80s (and 90s as well) in two 

ways.  First, it has exercised its authority to grant exemptions to the Act’s provisions.  

Narayanan notes that this took place with greater frequency and with greater 

cooperation between the state and land developers in Greater Mumbai than in any 

other locality in India.

   

90  Among other sections of the Act that provided for exemptions 

from its broader provisions, Section 21 granted an exemption to the land ceiling for 

private developers who agreed to devote a portion of their land to provide housing for 

the “weaker sections” of society.91

                                                           
89 Harini Narayanan, “In Search of Shelter: The Politics of the Implementation of the Urban Land 
(Ceiling and Regulation) Act 1976 in Greater Mumbai,” in Patel and Masselos, p. 186 

  Congress politicians in Maharashtra, as the ruling 

party, embraced this power to grant exemptions as a tool of patronage.  Sharad Pawar, 

when he was the Chief Minister of the state, granted more than two hundred 

90 Ibid., pp. 192-193 
91 Ibid., p. 188 
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exemptions to property developers under Section 21 of the ULCRA during 1979-80.92  Of 

course, once developers had obtained these exemptions from the Government, they 

tended to neglect their commitment to constructing low-income housing, and the 

Government tended to neglect to enforce the provisions of ULCRA in this regard.  The 

developers, unimpeded by the Government, priced the housing that they constructed at 

too exorbitant a rate and thus precluded the ability of legitimately disadvantaged 

members of society to pay for them.93

 The second way the Government has facilitated the capitalist development of 

the real estate market is through its own participation in land acquisition and 

construction.  The Mumbai Housing and Area Development Board (MHADB), under the 

terms of the ULCRA, acquired land beginning in the late 70s for the purpose of 

constructing low-income housing for the “weaker sections” of society.  However, during 

the two decades from the late 70s the MHADB has only constructed 4,500 flats and, 

more importantly, has not subjected them to price controls, making them unattainable 

for the underprivileged for whom they were purportedly constructed, and resulting in 

their sale to middle-class occupants who could just as easily obtained housing from 

private developers.

 

94

                                                           
92 Ibid., p. 199 

  Far from resisting Government intervention in Bombay’s real 

estate economy, most developers instead welcomed the Government’s participation 

therein, viewing it as part of a process of “guided development” in which the 

Government not only aided and abetted the predations of the real estate and 

93 Ibid., pp. 188-189 
94 Ibid., pp. 187-188 
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construction industries through exemptions, but also rejected price controls on its own 

constructions in order to keep the cost of real estate astronomically high.95

 The purpose of this discussion of the real estate industry and its associated 

corruption is not to exonerate the Shiv Sena of its role in this endeavor, but rather to 

shed light on the manner in which the Maharashtra Government and the Congress 

politicians who dominated it at the time colluded with the real estate developers of the 

private sector to nurture an environment in which the Sena, and in particular its 

leadership, could easily thrive.  The Congress’s role in establishing this pattern of land 

acquisition and development was so evident that one observer in Thane referred to the 

Sena as “a boorish version of the Congress.”

   

96  Though the Sena, then and now, derived 

much of its political appeal from its self-proclaimed sense of moral rectitude in the face 

of Congress corruption, such supposed rectitude has not stopped Sainiks from playing 

the same patronage games well-established by the Maharashtra Government, and thus 

by the Congress.  As Heuzé has noted, Sainiks explain their participation in such 

corruption as an unavoidable evil dictated by the unfortunate and immutable rules of 

the game of humanity.97

 This potent combination of ethno-religious mobilization against Muslims and 

political and economic patronage revived the fortunes of the Shiv Sena, generating 

renewed enthusiasm among the party’s base and increased electoral success in Bombay 

and its environs.  In 1985 the party won a huge electoral victory, becoming the largest 

single party in the Bombay Municipal Corporation.  This election initiated seven years of 

 

                                                           
95 Ibid., p. 193 
96 Hansen, p. 102 
97 Gerard Heuzé, “Populism, Religion, and Nation in Contemporary India: The Evolution of the 
Shiv Sena in Maharashtra,” Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa, and the Middle East, 
Volume 20, Number 1&2, 2000, pp. 13-14 
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uninterrupted Sena rule in the Corporation, and led to major electoral victories in Thane 

and Aurangabad during the late 1980s as well.98

 It was in that year that the Government of India, or more specifically the Janata 

Dal-led National Front coalition and Prime Minister V.P. Singh, decided to implement 

the recommendations of the Mandal Commission Report of 1980, which advocated 

employment and educational reservation for so-called Other Backward Classes (OBCs).

  The Sena’s attempts to consolidate 

Greater Bombay’s Hindus into a single voting bloc on the basis of a common Hindu 

identity met with a great deal of success during the latter half of the 80s and into the 

90s, but only provisionally so.  Despite the effectiveness of anti-Muslim sentiment in the 

mobilization of party cadres and voters, caste remained a powerful axis along which 

Hindu identity could cleave.  In 1990, events transpiring at the centre brought the Sena 

a startling reminder of the importance of caste identity. 

99

                                                           
98 Hansen, pp. 79, 88-91 

  

Mandal Commission implementation entailed serious political repercussions for the Shiv 

Sena, which had managed to establish itself as a big (albeit Hindu) tent welcoming 

supporters regardless of caste (except for Dalits), including to a great extent those 

castes which fell into the OBC category.  Hindu nationalist politicians at the national 

level, most notably BJP leaders such as L.K. Advani, perceived employment and 

education reservation, as well as the OBC political assertion which accompanied it, as a 

threat to Hindu unity and harmony.  At the state and municipal level, Bal Thackeray and 

many of his Sainiks shared this sentiment and opposed Mandal implementation with 

equal or greater vehemence.  However, the Sena could not express such fierce 

opposition without alienating its OBC membership and, more specifically, Chagan 

99 Jalal, p. 98.  See also Christophe Jaffrelot, The Hindu Nationalist Movement in India, New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1995, pp. 298-300. 
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Bhujbal, who was not only instrumental in attracting OBC support to the Sena, but was 

also the serving mayor of Bombay at the time.  Sena condemnation of the Mandal 

Commission led, in December 1991, to the defection of Bhujbal, plus twelve Sena MLA’s 

to the Congress, a move which both diluted the Sena’s strength in the opposition of the 

Maharashtra Assembly, and ended seven years of Sena dominance of the Municipal 

Corporation.100

 It was in this context, as a political opposition force seeking both renewed 

popularity and cohesion, that the Shiv Sena, in 1992, belatedly embraced the 

Ramjanmabhumi movement agitating for the destruction of the Babri Masjid at 

Ayodhya and its replacement with a temple devoted to the worship of Ram.  The 

ideological underpinnings of this movement in Hindutva did not make it a perfect fit for 

the Sena, which had an ambiguous relationship with Brahmin political identity and 

looked more to Shivaji as a symbol of aggressive Hindu assertion than to Ram.  However, 

as Eckert notes, the Sena successfully adapted the Hindutva ideology and the 

Ramjanmabhumi campaign to serve its own political needs by discarding their specifics 

and instead focusing on their capacity for generating action and organization.

 

101

                                                           
100 Hansen, pp. 95-96 

  When 

the kar sevaks, representing principally the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) and the 

Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP) but also other organizations of the Sangh Parivar, finally 

demolished the Babri Masjid on 6 December 1992, Thackeray was quick to claim credit 

on behalf of the Sena for an act which he described as a legitimate and justified 

assertion of Hindu authority and supremacy.  As it turns out, the Sainiks who Thackeray 

had dispatched from Bombay to participate in the Babri Masjid destruction didn’t arrive 

101 Eckert, p. 214 
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in Ayodhya until after the demolition was more or less a fait accompli.102  Nevertheless, 

Thackeray persisted in positing the Sena as the most effective line of defense against 

the “aggression” of what he believed to be a unified and threatening Muslim 

community.  Within two days of the demolition in Ayodhya the official death toll due to 

riots in the Bombay area had reached nearly one hundred, the bulk of whom were 

Muslims.  Despite this, the Sena and the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) jointly organized a 

bandh in Bombay on 9 December to protest the arrest of several leaders of the BJP and 

the RSS in response to their role in the mosque destruction.103 Besides confirming the 

sense of victimhood and persecutory delusion in which the Sena loved, and continues to 

love, to indulge, the bandh also maintained tension in Bombay at high levels and helped 

to sustain inter-communal antagonism.104

 Not content to stop there, the Sena organized rituals known as maha aartis.  

The maha aartis are a form of outdoor worship which the Sena, under the guidance of 

ideologue Pramod Navalkar, timed to coincide with Muslims’ Friday namaaz.

 

105  The 

Sena intended this ritual as a provocation, and it succeeded in its purpose.  Well into 

January violence between Hindus and Muslims continued at a relatively low hum every 

day.106  By organizing the maha aartis, the Sena was acting as what Brass refers to as a 

“fire tender,” assuring that even during relative lulls in violence, a palpable sense of 

animosity persisted.107

                                                           
102 Times of India, 8 December 1992 

  This maintenance of tension set the stage for renewed large-

scale rioting against Muslims on 9 January in response to the burning death of a Hindu 

103 Times of India, 9 December 1992 
104 Heuzé, p. 35 
105 Hansen, p. 121 
106 Times of India, 7 January 1993 
107 Paul Brass, The Production of Hindu-Muslim Violence in Contemporary India, Seattle: 
University of Washington Press, 2003, p. 33 
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family in Jogeshwari at the hands of an unknown arsonist.  Reacting to these deaths, 

Thackeray, in an editorial in the Sena newspaper Saamna, bemoaned the supposed 

impotence of the government to stop the victimization of Hindus by Muslims and called 

on his cadres and supporters to retaliate: 

Even cops are now openly saying, “This government is inept.” Around their waists are 
their service revolvers, but the government has assigned the cops only one 
responsibility – that of counting the bodies of people killed and thrown on the streets by 
anti-nationals.  Police, too, are agonized.  Everything has gone beyond patience.  When 
dark clouds of danger loom large over Hindustan, the government is telling us not to 
fight the danger. … We spit on such an impotent government.  The people of Hindustan 
and Maharashtra are openly spitting on the face of the rulers!  Even if the government is 
wearing a green burkha and standing on a street corner of Bhendi Bazaar with bangles 
in hand, lakhs of Hindu youths will keep this nation alive. … The next few days will be 
ours!108

  
 

Thackeray’s preoccupation with the attitudes of Bombay police officers is significant for 

two reasons.  First, appealing to the sympathy of the police helped to ensure that Sena 

supporters were able to carry out their anti-Muslim violence without any hindrance.  

Second, and more importantly, it reveals the character of the Sena’s relationship to 

authority.  Thackeray drew a clear distinction between the police, who he claimed were 

just as fed up with the passivity and inaction of the government, and the civilian 

government, which he claimed sacrificed its assertiveness and masculinity in order to 

appease Muslims.  Both are, of course, sources of authority, but for Thackeray true 

authority resided in the use of force in the service of decisive action.   During those next 

few days which Thackeray so ominously declared would belong to his supporters, the 

Sena’s leadership of the anti-Muslim riots in Bombay did not represent a rebellion 

against the exercise of government authority, but rather a rebellion against the failure 

of government officials to exercise their authority in a bold and unrepentant manner 

befitting a Hindu.  As will be demonstrated later in this essay, this conception of 
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authority would subsequently inform Shiv Sena government during its tenure in office at 

the state level.   

Following that round of riots, members of Bombay’s Muslim criminal 

underworld, led by Dawood Ibrahim, perpetrated a series of bomb blasts in March 

which, though hard facts are hard to come by in the case,  were widely interpreted as 

retaliation for the wanton violence perpetrated by the Shiv Sena in December and 

January.109 But where was all of this leading?  Eckert argues that the violence 

propagated by the Shiv Sena and its supporters against Muslims in Bombay was, in 

effect, leading nowhere, as it was a manifestation of a “non-realistic conflict”.  By 

positing the conflict as an existential one, in which the presence of Muslims in the city is 

a threat at least to Hindus’ ability to exist as Hindus, if not to their ability to exist at all, 

the Sena sustained the conflict as irresolvable and constant.  However, the supposed 

Hindu-Muslim conflict of Bombay only existed when the supposed parties to it acted it 

out.  In this way, Eckert argues, the goal of Hindu Rashtra was far less important for the 

Sena than the perpetration of violence itself.  In other words, “the end is a means to the 

means.”110

 

  But why this means?   

The most effective answer to this question lies in the state election of 1995 and 

the government that it produced.  The election that year brought the Shiv Sena, in 

coalition with the BJP, to power in the Maharashtra Legislative Assembly for the first 

time ever, with the Sena’s Manohar Joshi as Chief Minister.  This made the Sena the 

ruling party in the state when the Justice Srikrishna Commission finally issued its report 

on the violence that had rocked Bombay in December 1992 and January 1993 and on 
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the series of bomb blasts of 12 March 1993 that followed it, and thus made the Sena 

responsible for responding to the report’s conclusions and implementing its 

recommendations.  The Sena’s response to the report’s conclusions was, at best, 

lukewarm and reveals to a great extent where the party’s priorities for Maharashtra 

actually lay.  While perfectly content to accept fairly mundane and uncontroversial 

recommendations of the commission, such as those to improve the equipment of the 

Bombay Police Department, the Sena government largely disregarded any 

recommendations that might reduce mutual antagonism among religious communities 

or conclusions that might implicate the Sena itself in the organization of the rioting, 

remaining silent on such matters as external political pressure upon the police, while 

explicitly arguing that the police department was itself “secular” and devoid of 

polarization along “communal” lines.111  Furthermore, while vehemently denying any 

organization of violence by the party or anyone else on behalf of Hindus, the Sena 

government argued, in direct contradiction to the Srikrishna Report’s conclusions, that a 

variety of organized groups including Bombay’s predominantly Muslim criminal gangs 

and Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence had orchestrated Muslim violence against 

Hindus during the riots.112

                                                           
111Memorandum of action to be taken (ATR) by Government on the report of the commission of 
inquiry Appointed for making enquiries into the incidents of communal riots which occurred in 
the police of commissionerate of Mumbai area during December 1992 and January 1993 And 
serial bomb blasts which occurred on 12th March 1993  

  This accusation represented an attempt to not only 

simultaneously justify and erase the Sena’s involvement in riot organization, but also to 

counter the Srikrishna Report’s contention that, “unemployment, insecurity of jobs, 

rapid growth of slums, huge population, changing political discourse and polarisation of 

communities led to a psychology of frustration and aggressive behaviour among people 

112Ibid. 
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which further caused riots and violence in Mumbai.”113

Perhaps more important than this accusation itself is the motivation which the 

Sena attributed to the supposed Muslim conspirators of the riots and the bomb blasts.  

The Sena government noted, without even a hint of irony it would seem, that despite 

the presence of significant Muslim populations in Delhi, Madras, Bangalore, and 

Calcutta, Mumbai was the only city that experienced widespread and prolonged riots 

during the weeks following the Babri Masjid demolition.  The Sena contended that this 

anomaly derived from Mumbai’s position as “the economic and commercial capital of 

the country,” and that “inimical forces were at work, both inside and outside the 

country, [and] had planned to destroy the economic base of the country by fomenting 

trouble.”

  This explanation for the riots, 

though it did not specifically implicate the Sena, was completely unacceptable to the 

party, as it posited poverty and the growing hierarchical disparity in income and 

economic security as both a cause of the riots and a problem in and of itself.  Placing the 

blame for the Bombay violence squarely upon the underworld and the ISI obviated the 

need for the Sena to address such disparity. 

114  The Sena asserted also that the 12 March bomb blasts were the product of 

“a treacherous conspiracy [that] was hatched after the communal riots of December 

1992 and January 1993 with the sole objective of destroying Mumbai, the economic 

power house of the country.”115

                                                           
113 Ibid. 

  The Sena interpreted the riots and the bomb blasts as 

part of a single narrative and thus conflated violence against Hindus with violence 

against Bombay’s economic infrastructure.  This conflation held even greater 

significance for the Sena as the ruling party of Maharashtra.  If the supposed anti-Hindu 

114 Ibid. 
115 Ibid. 
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purpose of the riots and the attack on some of the elite economic institutions of 

Bombay were, in fact, one and the same, then so too were the Sena’s self-professed 

roles in government as the protector of the security and interests of Hindus and as the 

defender and promoter of Bombay’s status as the economic engine of India and all of 

the power and prestige which that latter role entailed. 

Once in power, the Sena enthusiastically embraced this role of industrial and 

economic promoter.  As it had promised in its election manifesto, the new Sena-led 

government set to work to renegotiate the power purchase agreement (PPA) that the 

outgoing Congress government in Maharashtra had settled upon with the Enron 

Corporation and its Indian subsidiary, the Dabhol Power Company, which was in the first 

phase of a two-phase construction project to build a massive gas-fired power station in 

Ratnagiri District along the Konkan Coast.  The project, constructed on land 

appropriated by the Maharashtra Industrial Development Corporation for the purpose 

in 1992, consisted of a joint venture among Enron, General Electric, and Bechtel and was 

the first entirely private sector electricity generation undertaking in India.116

                                                           
116Amnesty International, “The ‘Enron project’ in Maharashtra – protests suppressed in the name 
of development,” July 1997, p. 3 http://www.amnesty.org/en/library/info/ASA20/031/1997 

  During the 

1995 election campaign the Sena had argued that the Congress government had 

conceded too much to Enron and Dabhol in the PPA and had received too little in 

return.  In response, the Sena had pledged to renegotiate the contract on terms more 

favorable to the electricity consumers of Maharashtra.  However, despite the party’s 

claim to have fulfilled its campaign promise, the Sena’s renegotiation of the PPA left 

much to be desired.  The costs of the project and the energy that it would ultimately 

produce remained exorbitant, while the state government never seriously entertained 
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any bidders besides Enron and Dabhol Power Company.117  Furthermore, while the 

renegotiation proceeded, the Government of Maharashtra and Enron were engaged in 

arbitration hearings in London which both parties had agreed to in response to the 

Maharashtra Government’s allegations of corruption and fraud on the part of Enron.  

However, once this arbitration tribunal officially convened, the Maharashtra 

Government, which is to say the Shiv Sena, pressed its case much less forcefully, leading 

the accused Enron to complain of the government’s diffidence and to insist publicly that 

the State of Maharashtra either present clear evidence of corruption or withdraw its 

accusations.118  The Maharashtra Government’s own legal counsel publicly stated that 

their client had provided so little support and cooperation that it had become difficult to 

represent it in the tribunal.119

Having created at least the appearance of an adversarial relationship toward the 

ownership of Dabhol Power Company, the Sena government then set about providing it 

with every facility and all the cooperation that it required to construct the power plant.  

Protests against the project continued even after the renegotiation of the PPA, and 

following a protest on 30 January 1997 against the plant’s construction, the Dabhol 

Power Company requested and received from the Maharashtra Government a 

contractual agreement to provide security for the project site and its workers.  Under 

the terms of the agreement, the state dispatched a battalion from the State Reserve 

Police to the site to quell any protests or disturbances that might interfere with the 

progress of the construction.  Though contractually seconded to the DPC as security 

officers, these policemen remained policemen, with all of the trappings and authority 

 

                                                           
117 Times of India, 16 February 1996 
118 Times of India, 24 February 1996 
119 Times of India, 17 February 1996 



60 
 

that that role entailed.  As Amnesty International has reported, the SRP officers working 

for the DPC wore uniforms almost identical to those of the local police.120  This 

produced a sense of ambiguity, both symbolic and very real, regarding for whom and for 

what the Government of Maharashtra, and thus the Shiv Sena, was working.  Beyond 

the superficial similarities between the attire of the police and the DPC security officers, 

the latter, despite their status as contractors whose sole task was to protect the 

interests of the DPC, retained all of the law enforcement powers vested in them by the 

state.  Under these circumstances, State Reserve Police/DPC security officers 

suppressed protests against the Dabhol plant in violation of the protestors’ human 

rights and did so under the authority of, in particular, Sections 37 and 135 of the 

Bombay Police Act and Sections 149 and 151 of the Criminal Procedure Code.  These 

various sections are extremely nebulous in their provisions, and they permit the arrest 

and detention of anyone who the police (or more accurately the people giving the police 

their commands) deem to be a threat to public order.121

 The violence of 1992-93 and the ambiguous and contradictory relationship 

between Enron and the Shiv Sena-led Maharashtra Government are not isolated 

incidents which communicate different things about the Sena.  Rather, they form part of 

the same constellation of practice and ideas that communicate the same thing about 

the party, specifically that its leadership and members were, and are, far more 

concerned with the histrionics of cultural defense and national sovereignty than with 

their actual substance.  In its dealings with Enron, the Sena did not merely sit back and 

  In short, while governing 

Maharashtra, the Shiv Sena placed that authority, and the officers who wielded it, at the 

disposal of the Dabhol Power Company. 
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take a laissez-faire approach to the Dabhol power project, but it also actively colluded 

with Enron to produce an agreement favorable to the company and to deploy the 

powers of the state in the service of the company and its construction efforts, while at 

the same time engaging in half-hearted political theatre as the defender of 

Maharashtrian interests.  These were not the actions of a party that embraced Hindu 

nationalism or Maharashtrian nationalism as a sort of diversion or palliative to make 

reluctant integration into the global economy tolerable, but rather they were the 

actions of a party that embraced Hindu nationalism and integration into the global 

economy with equal enthusiasm and that perceived the two as constitutive of one 

another. 
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V. The Establishment and Evolution of the MQM 

 

Though it is difficult to draw direct comparisons between the Shiv Sena and the 

MQM due to the distinct temporal and spatial milieus in which each came into being, 

one can nevertheless trace a broadly similar chronology that both Maharashtrian and 

Muhajir political mobilization and ideology share.  Just as India was extricating itself 

from formal authoritarian rule under Indira Gandhi during the Emergency in 1977, 

Pakistan found itself once again under the government of a military dictator after a six-

year interregnum under the elected government of Zulfikar Ali Bhutto.  The country’s 

new leader, General Zia ul-Haq, ushered in a set of economic and political reforms that 

would ultimately play a role in laying the groundwork for the translation of Muhajir 

identity and grievance into the organizational form of the MQM. 

 Despite (or perhaps because of) the loss of democratic freedoms that the 

General’s usurpation of power entailed, many Muhajirs initially expressed their support 

for Zia’s authoritarian regime.  The deposition from power of Prime Minister Bhutto 

certainly came as a relief to the Muhajirs of Karachi and Hyderabad, as his removal 

meant that Sindhi political aspirations at the provincial level no longer had a powerful 

ally at the centre.  Many Muhajirs had come, especially during the 70s, to see politics in 

Sindh as a zero-sum game in which Sindhi political assertion in the form of such 

measures as the Sindh Language Bill of 1972 and the Civil Service Reforms of 1973, 

which Bhutto had shepherded through at the central level, benefited the job prospects 

and linguistic identity of Sindhis at the expense of Muhajirs in the province.  Zia, so 

many Muhajirs believed, would put a stop to these perceived threats.  Though Zia’s 

opposition to Sindhi political mobilization was beyond question, many Muhajirs grew 
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disappointed by Zia’s regime.122

 Many analysts have misunderstood the fundamental character of Pakistan’s 

economic reforms during this era, just as they have misunderstood that of similar 

economic reforms in many other countries during the course of the last three decades.  

Looney describes the economic policies of Zia as outlined in the government’s Fifth Plan 

as a partial retreat of the public sector from the country’s economy and as a conscious 

attempt on the part of the government to cultivate private sector participation therein.  

To this end, Zia’s government sold off its stakes in many agricultural processing and 

industrial operations, enacted legislation to prevent future nationalizations, and 

adopted a more “liberal” trade policy, accompanied by incentives to spur private sector 

industrial growth.

  I would argue that this disappointment derived its 

potency not from resentment toward or resistance to Zia’s economic reforms, but from 

opposition to the manner in which the General enacted those reforms.   

123  Butt and Bandara also note the steps that Zia took in this direction, 

observing Zia’s restriction of public spending starting in 1978 solely to existing projects 

and his attempts to “liberalize” trade.124

                                                           
122 Ahmed, Ethnicity and Politics in Pakistan, pp. 117-119 

  However, this process did not truly begin in 

earnest until the arrival of the World Bank on the Pakistani political scene and with it 

the introduction to the country of “adjustment lending,” i.e. loans issued under the 

condition of enactment and enforcement of economic reforms by the recipient 

government.  Pakistan received a World Bank Sectoral Adjustment Loan of US$50 

million in 1980, followed by a Structural Adjustment Loan of US$140 million in 1982.  

Under terms dictated by these loans, General Zia intensified and expanded upon 

123 Robert E. Looney, The Pakistani Economy: Economic Growth and Structural Reform, Westport 
CT: Praeger, 1997, p. 4 
124 Muhammad Shoaib Butt and Jayatilleke S. Bandara, Trade Liberalization and Regional 
Disparity in Pakistan, New York: Routledge, 2009, p. 23 
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reforms which he had previously set in motion, deregulating prices and investment in 

agriculture and industry while simultaneously restricting the growth of domestic credit, 

ostensibly in the interest of generating growth and keeping inflation low.125

 But did these “liberalizing” reforms and the World Bank loans to which they 

were attached truly amount to even a partial retreat of the public sector from Pakistan’s 

economy?  Though speaking the World Bank’s language of free trade, Zia and the 

Pakistani Government continued to use its policy prerogatives to shape the Pakistani 

economy in ways that served its narrow ends.  In a deliberate effort to develop the 

country’s export industries, Zia’s government terminated its existing policy of pegging 

the rupee to the US dollar and instead let it float on international currency markets.  The 

resulting 38.5 percent devaluation of the currency over the next five years produced an 

economic environment much more conducive to exports, as did the government’s 

avowal of export-led industrialization as official policy in 1983, particularly with an eye 

to increasing production of higher value goods for export.  Zia’s government offered tax 

breaks, import facilities, and cheap credit to exporters in order to facilitate this policy.

   

126

 The economic reforms under Zia’s government should not be viewed purely as a 

negotiation between two polarities, namely state domination of Pakistan’s economy or 

retreat from it, accompanied by private sector development to fill the supposed void.  

Cheema offers a different and, I think, very helpful perspective, arguing that the 

principal consequence of the economic reforms of the late 70s and early 80s was not, in 

fact, the withdrawal of the state from the Pakistani economy, and that the degree to 
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which the Pakistani Government was involved in or aloof from the economy is not very 

relevant to an analysis of these reforms.  Rather, Cheema argues that the most 

important distinction between the period prior to and the period following Zia’s 

economic reforms was the extent to which corruption (or, to use Cheema’s term, “rent-

seeking”) functioned as a centralized or de-centralized process.  During the early 1980s, 

he asserts, state “transfers” (i.e. state patronage of business through tax breaks, cheap 

credit, facilities, etc.) came to rely upon informal and individual political connections 

and alliances rather than upon the erstwhile more formal bureaucratic connections in 

which a business interest paid rent, or bribes, to a civil servant because of the office that 

that civil servant held within the bureaucracy.127  In these circumstances, one can say 

neither that the Pakistani state had in the early 80s withdrawn itself from the economy, 

nor that it had further entrenched itself in it.  Instead, it makes more sense to argue that 

as “rent-seeking” became more decentralized, the state reoriented its goals vis-à-vis the 

economy.  “[T]he Pakistani state’s objective to promote industrialisation cannot be seen 

as evidence of state capture by the capitalist class [an argument which one can make 

much more effectively in relation to India], whose political power was relatively weak,” 

Cheema observes.  “Instead, it was a reflection of a relatively autonomous state’s 

recognition for survival.”128

                                                           
127 Ali Cheema, “State and Capital in Pakistan: The Changing Politics of Accumulation,” in Ananya 
Mukherjee Reed (ed.) Corporate Capitalism in Contemporary South Asia: Conventional Wisdoms 
and South Asian Realities, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003, pp. 143-144 

  This environment, in which rent-seeking had become 

decentralized, and in which the state was not a dominator but remained a participator 

in and shaper of Pakistani’s economy, produced another important outcome.  During 

the 80s, urban intermediate classes, which Cheema defines as “the urban lower middle 

classes, the educated both professionally employed and unemployed, traders and 

128 Ibid. p. 148 
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medium/small industrialists,” began to compete with established capitalists in the 

pursuit of state patronage of private sector business.  This resulted in “corruption 

contests” between political factions with multi-class compositions, but organized 

principally by the urban intermediate classes.  Economic reforms, in conjunction with 

the non-party Local Bodies elections of 1979 and 1983, laid the groundwork for these 

corruption contests and the rise of the urban intermediate classes.129

 It is in this context that one can best explain the establishment and growth of 

MQM in Karachi beginning in 1984.  Altaf Hussain’s establishment of the party that year 

as a violent defender of Muhajir privilege and access reflected the increased political 

importance of the urban intermediate classes, particularly among Muhajirs, as well as 

the new political climate in which a decentralized form of rent-seeking came to redefine 

what political parties and interests groups could ask from the state and how they could 

ask for it.  This political shift had particularly important ramifications for the Muhajirs of 

Karachi, who Hussain and the MQM claimed to represent, and who had to adapt to this 

political shift in order to solve the problems posed by urban living.  One of the most 

significant among these problems, as it was in Bombay, was the shortage of housing in 

the city and the impediments to constructing new housing units.  Unlike the 

Maharashtrians of Bombay in the 1980s, Karachi’s Muhajirs of the same time period 

were not themselves, generally speaking, in need of housing.  In fact, no single 

community in Karachi during this time period was better housed than the Muhajirs.  

Muhajirs were the only ethnic community in the city the majority of whose members 

lived in planned areas and pukka structures, while only two percent of its members lived 
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in kutcha structures.130

 Despite the relative sufficiency of Muhajir housing in the city, many Muhajirs, 

alongside Punjabis, had become involved in the market for informal housing as dallals, 

or patrons, who often falsely claimed title over the land to which they held no rights.  

They then sold this marginal land to relatively impoverished people, mostly Pakhtuns, 

Sindhis, and Baluchis, who then constructed kutcha or semi-pukka homes in what would 

grow to become bastis, or illegal subdivisions.  More than the land, the new residents of 

these illegal subdivisions were purchasing from their patrons protection against 

eviction, a protection which these patrons were well-placed to offer due to their 

relationships with police officers, politicians, and civil servants.  This was the pattern 

under which Punjabi and Muhajir dallals conducted trade in the informal land and 

housing markets during the 60s and 70s.  This market, however, experienced a dramatic 

alteration in the early 80s, both in terms of the ethnic composition of those dominating 

it and in terms of the manner in which they conducted this business.  Pathans, or 

Pakhtuns, became the up and coming patronage force in the Karachi informal housing 

market at this time.  Unlike their Muhajir and Punjabi predecessors, these new patrons 

seized and controlled land by armed force, but offered no protection to their tenants, 

who they could and did evict quite capriciously.

  Thus from a residential standpoint, Muhajirs occupied a position 

of privilege in Karachi. 

131

                                                           
130 Arshi Saleem Hashmi, Conflict Transformation from Ethnic Movement to Terrorist Movement: 
Case Studies of Tamils in Sri Lanka and Mohajirs in Pakistan, Colombo: Regional Centre for 
Strategic Studies, 2008, pp. 55-56 

  The Muhajir experience in Karachi’s 

informal property market provides an important contrast with that of Maharashtrians in 

Bombay at the same time.  As described in the previous chapter the Shiv Sena’s 

131 Laurent Gayer, “A Divided City: ‘Ethnic’ and ‘Religious’ Conflicts in Karachi, Pakistan,” May 
2003, http://www.ceri-sciences-po.org, p. 6 
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participation in this property market entailed violent and even deadly assertion on the 

part of the party cadres and the Maharashtrians who they mobilized in order to create a 

Shiv Sena foothold in a lucrative racket which Congress politicians in the city had already 

established and cultivated over the course of at least the previous decade.  The Muhajir 

community, on the other hand, played a much different, perhaps even opposite, role in 

the informal real estate market of Karachi.  As one of the established players in that 

market, in a role perhaps more analogous to the Congress Party’s role in the Bombay 

market, the Muhajirs involved in the informal property market found themselves in the 

early 80s outgunned by an ascendant ethnic group willing to be and accustomed to 

being exceedingly ruthless to achieve their political and economic aims.   

The Pakthun invasion of Karachi and the Muhajir preserves of power and 

influence therein during the early 1980s served as a major impetus to the formation and 

growing popularity of the MQM.  April 1985 witnessed what at that time was the 

starkest and bloodiest manifestation of Muhajir-Pakhtun animosity ever to have 

occurred in Karachi.  On 15 April a mini-bus (of the sort often referred to by locals as 

“yellow devils”) driven, as most of them were, by a Pakthun driver ran a traffic light and 

then struck and killed a young Muhajir college student named Bushra Zaidi in the 

Liaqatabad neighborhood of Karachi.  The girl’s death spawned protests among her 

classmates against the reckless driving of Pakhtun bus drivers.132  The police brutally 

suppressed these protests, as General Zia’s government had banned public assembly.133

                                                           
132 Dawn, 16 April 1985 

  

The following day a group of Pakhtuns, in retaliation for the previous day’s protests, 

attacked a bus taking Muhajir students to Bushra Zaidi’s funeral.  This of course caused 

the rioting to escalate in Liaqatabad, with both Muhajir and Punjabi students from the 

133 Dawn, 17 April 1985 
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Islami Jama’at-i Tuleba (IJT), the student wing of the Jam’iat-i Islami (JI), leading the 

charge against the police and the Pakhtuns.134  Nevertheless, the influence of the IJT 

among Muhajirs had begun to wane by this point and continued to do so despite the 

group’s highly visible participation in the April 1985 riots.  Many Muhajirs had grown 

disillusioned with the IJT and its parent party, the JI, because they had become so 

thoroughly co-opted by Punjabi leadership and had collaborated so closely with General 

Zia’s military government.135

By the time the next major riots took place, the MQM had more firmly 

established its leadership role in specifically Muhajir assertion in confrontation with 

other ethnic groups.  The second round of large-scale violent Muhajir-Pakhtun conflict 

took place in October 1986, this time with the MQM in the lead role of initiator.  A bus 

full of MQM supporters en route from Karachi to Hyderabad for a rally stopped in the 

predominantly Pakhtun suburb of Sohrab Goth, a locale known as a haven for arms 

smugglers.  Following a few antagonistic utterances from both the MQM cadres and the 

Pakhtuns, a Pakhtun shot and killed a well-known MQM activist, which resulted in 

retaliatory attacks by the MQM on Pakhtuns and their property in both Karachi and 

Hyderabad.  The riots spawned at Sohrab Goth justified a police crackdown on the 

locality and its Pakhtun inhabitants six weeks later in a slum clearing operation with the 

ostensible goal of extirpating drugs and arms smuggling rings from the area.

   

136  A group 

of Pakhtuns retaliated for these attacks with a heavily armed assault on the 

predominantly Bihari neighborhood of Aligarh Colony.137

                                                           
134 Gayer, pp. 7-8 

  The first in this series of 

135 Ahmed, p. 121; See also Nichola Khan, Mohajir Militancy in Pakistan: Violence and 
transformation in the Karachi conflict, New York: Routledge, 2010, p. 37 
136 Dawn, 13 December 1986 
137 Verkaaik, p. 64 
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events confirmed the MQM’s, and thus Altaf Hussain’s, leadership role in representing 

the Muhajir community in hostile relations with other communities, while the attack on 

Aligarh Colony weeks later confirmed for many Muhajirs the necessity that the MQM 

fulfill such a role in the defense of the community.  Altaf Hussain’s exhortations to the 

crowd at the Hyderabad reflect his own perception of this role at the time: “Sell your 

luxury goods and buy a Kalashnikov.”138 However, this bout of conflict had broader 

implications for the manner and content of future relations between Muhajirs, 

particularly in the MQM, and Pakhtuns.  In combination with the first major outbreak of 

violence in 1985, the Muhajir-Pakhtun hostilities of autumn 1986 perpetuated Muhajir 

perceptions of Pakhtuns as outsiders, as disruptors of Karachi’s efficient functioning and 

security, and as dangerous lumpen elements.139

For the next approximately half-decade violence involving the Muhajir 

community continued largely unimpeded in Karachi.  As Gayer notes, between 1986 and 

1989 the price of firearms in Karachi plummeted as surplus guns from the NWFP, 

involved at the time in the war in Afghanistan against the Soviet occupation, flooded the 

city and became increasingly available to young Muhajir, Sindhi, and Pakhtun men.

  

140

                                                           
138 Ibid., p. 121 

  

Perhaps of equal importance during this period, General Zia’s death in a plane crash in 

1988 led to the restoration of democracy and the holding of legitimate democratic 

elections later that year.  This is not to argue that the return of democracy to Pakistan 

was in some way a causal factor in the production of violence.  However, it did produce 

a discursive shift among the MQM and among Muhajirs more generally in which the 

otherness of Sindhis, with whom the MQM had in fact maintained a broadly positive 

139 Khan, p. 40 
140 Gayer, pp. 12-13 
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relationship until that time, came to the fore as the prime impediment to Muhajir 

political aspirations.141  This was, of course, reminiscent of Muhajir-Sindhi tensions 

during the previous period of democracy from 1971 to 1977, particularly in relation to 

the Sindh Language Bill of 1972, when many Muhajirs and Sindhis regarded the conflict 

between their respective languages as a zero-sum game and rioting resulted.  However, 

the violence that occurred in 1988 was much more intense and on a much greater scale, 

due in some measure to the increased availability of firearms, but also to the increased 

assertiveness of the Muhajir community, with the MQM in the vanguard.  In August 

1988 members of the MQM declared Urdu to be the official language of District East in 

Karachi, thus not only asserting the legitimacy of Urdu as the language of Karachi, but 

also claiming the city as territory which the party controlled by force of its arms.142  Such 

provocation led to the massacre of Muhajirs by a group of Sindhis in Hyderabad on 30 

September 1988, in which a group of gunmen opened fire at a major intersection in a 

predominantly Muhajir neighborhood, killing fifty people.  Retaliatory riots followed in 

both Hyderabad and Karachi in which several hundred people were killed.  Besides 

sharpening the boundary between Muhajirs and Sindhis, this series of events allowed 

Altaf Hussain and the MQM to portray the Muhajir community as constantly besieged 

by a hostile Sindhi community and to justify its use of violence.143

Despite the intense and bloody animosity between the two communities in the 

autumn of ’88, the MQM joined a coalition government led by the PPP and Prime 

Minister Benazir Bhutto, both in Islamabad and at the provincial level.  The coalition 

proved short-lived, however, due to the memory of the riots and the consequent 
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persistence of hostility between the Muhajir and Sindhi communities.  As Verkaaik 

observes, this memory also helped to stimulate a shift in the MQM’s self-perception, 

from the representative of an ascendant nationality to the representative of a highly 

defensive community devoted to the salvation of Pakistani unity.  Altaf Hussain’s hunger 

strike during the summer of 1989 drove home the point, undertaken as it was in the 

name of such slogans as “Islam is our religion, Pakistan is our country, MQM is our 

party.”144

The 1990 elections brought the PML and Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif to power, 

once again with the MQM as a junior coalition partner, but witnessed no decline in 

hostility between the MQM and the PPP.  The MQM maintained its defensive and 

nationalistic rhetoric in contrast to the supposedly provincial aims of the PPP, but 

increasingly came to conflate this distinction with a class distinction, labeling the PPP as 

a party representative of the interests of a feudal rural landholding class in contrast to 

the relatively humble background of the MQM’s leadership.  In 1991, in the interest of 

defending national unity on behalf of the lower-middle class from which the party drew 

its membership, some MQM leaders mooted the idea to change the name of the party 

to the Muttehida Qaumi Movement (United People’s Movement), thus at least 

notionally expanding the party’s potential membership and platform beyond Muhajirs 

and Muhajir interests.  In the summer of 1991 this, and several other factors, caused a 

schism in the party, with a group of dissidents branching off to form the MQM-Haqiqi, 

  This sort of rhetoric only served to inflame passions and drive a wedge 

between the MQM and the PPP, which the former regarded as a party representative 

only of Sindhi interests.  Under this pressure, the MQM withdrew from its coalition with 

the PPP in October 1989. 

                                                           
144 Verkaaik, p. 80 
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or the “Real” MQM, leaving a rump MQM loyal to Altaf Hussain, known as the MQM-

Altaf.  The dissident faction, led by Afaq Ahmed and Aamir Khan, which formed the 

MQM-Haqiqi claimed that Altaf Hussain’s leadership had grown intolerably 

autocratic.145  Members of the MQM-Altaf, however, claimed that the dissidents were in 

fact acting as agents for Inter Services Intelligence (ISI), which was determined to 

destroy the unity and political power of the MQM and the Muhajir community.  If this 

was in fact the purpose of the schism, it succeeded spectacularly.  The ensuing violence 

between the two factions allowed Prime Minister Sharif to order Operation Clean Up, in 

which the Pakistani army occupied the city of Karachi to suppress the violence and, with 

it, the MQM itself.  During the operation, which began in 1992 and continued into 1995, 

even after the fall of the PML government and the election of Bhutto and the PPP in 

1993, the army arrested hundreds of MQM supporters and murdered hundreds more in 

fake encounters.146

Despite the party’s repression at the hands of the state military apparatus, the 

MQM adhered to its newly established policy and rhetoric of devotion to national, as 

opposed to specifically Muhajir, unity and integrity, exploiting the violence of Operation 

Clean Up as an opportunity to reinforce this stance.  In a constitutional petition to the 

Supreme Court of Pakistan condemning Operation Clean Up and demanding its 

termination, the MQM argued its opposition to the control of the state and its economy 

by 2% of the population, while the other 98% remained dispossessed and 

disenfranchised.

 

147

                                                           
145 Khan, p. 45 

  (These percentages, of course, have no statistical basis in reality, but 

function more as a slogan for the party to express its solidarity with the middle and 

146 Verkaaik, pp. 83-86 
147 MQM, Constitutional Petition to the Supreme Court of Pakistan, 1994, p. 33 
http://www.scribd.com/doc/36198985/MQM-Constitutional-Petition-under-Article-184-3 
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lower classes.)  Of course, the MQM’s commitment to the cause of the lower 98% of the 

population was not as radical as it sounded, and the party was quick to reassure the 

Supreme Court of this point.  The party made a conspicuous effort to explain its 

allegiance to and admiration for the Pakistani military despite the events of Operation 

Clean Up, claiming to recognize this effort as a gross manipulation and misuse of the 

armed forces by unscrupulous civilian politicians and as a consequent embarrassment of 

the military comparable to its brutality and defeat during the Bangladesh independence 

war in 1971.148  The MQM argued instead for a strong and professional military to 

safeguard the security of a “vigorous and united Pakistan.”149

The MQM’s vision of what such a vigorous and united Pakistan would look like 

was even less radical.  According to the constitutional petition, 

 

Mr. Altaf Hussain believes in an egalitarian society in which while the affluent and the 
rich can keep their riches, the poor are not discriminated against because of their lower 
economic capabilities.  He believes in a society which tolerates dissent and in which the 
law of the land is the same for every citizen.  He further believes that if given the chance 
the MQM will model a society in Pakistan on the pattern of modern industrialised 
democracies such as that of the United States, Europe, and Japan.  He is not a 
fundamentalist, and like the Quaid-e-Azam desires that followers of all religions have 
complete freedom of faith and they are to be considered as Pakistanis because they are 
citizens of this country.150

 
 

Clearly the MQM and their leader conceived of an egalitarian society in rather hollow 

terms, as they failed to explain or even to attempt to explain how a government works 

toward an egalitarian society without in some way redistributing income.  Hussain’s and 

the party’s commitment to toleration of dissent and the practice of other faiths and to 

the rule of law were, and are, of course rather laudable goals.  However, for the MQM 

and for Altaf Hussain in particular these don’t seem to represent goals, but instead serve 

                                                           
148 Ibid. 
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as means to other goals.  It was no accident that the petition addressed religious 

tolerance and the rule of law in the same breath as “modern industrialised 

democracies” such as the US, Europe, and Japan.  Though it offered its notional support 

to the former principles, the MQM had extracted all of their intrinsic value out of them 

and instead deployed them as markers of a modern identity, contrasting MQM 

supporters’ views to the ostensibly backward fundamentalism of the Jamaat-i-Islami, 

and as vehicles to industrialization. 

With all of these interested parties going to combat over it, Karachi was clearly a 

valuable space, materially and imaginatively.  Again, Altaf Hussain imagined it as the 

potential site where both cosmopolitanism and a modern industrialized economy could 

flourish.  This attitude produced material consequences in Karachi as well.  Gayer 

narrates the sequence of events that occurred during 1994 in which somehow a rumor 

gained traction that Karachi would become the world’s new Hong Kong after the British 

lease on the island expired in 1997 and the British ceded it to China.  Related rumors 

also emerged that American companies and followers of the Aga Khan intended to 

snatch up real estate in the city in the upcoming years.  Real estate agents throughout 

the city used this rumor to manipulate potential buyers and thus drive the cost of land 

and buildings in Karachi astronomically high.151

                                                           
151 Gayer, p. 14 

  While Gayer notes the importance of 

these rumors also in stimulating the Muhajir political imagination in the direction of a 

separate province for Karachi, what is more significant is what Muhajirs, and more 

particularly the MQM, imagine that separate province would look like.  One MQM 

leader, relating the contents of the MQM’s manifesto, argued that the party, if given 

more power, would provide, “safeguard to interests of foreign investment.  [The 
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manifesto] says that all these restrictions on development and foreign industries will be 

lifted, so we’ll do that and give special concessions for using Karachi port…That’s why 

Hong Kong was made into Hong Kong, why Singapore became Singapore, because of the 

port, because of the facilities given to them.”152  Another MQM member, under 

condition of anonymity, suggested that in the interest of producing this outcome, “it’s 

pretty harsh, but when you have to do it, one way or another, either you shut your 

mouth or you do it all the way…Even if you have to kill a few people.”153  The 

imagination of Karachi as a potential entrepôt of global trade thus loomed large even in 

the official policy pronouncements of the MQM.  Of course, this potentiality need not 

have required Karachi’s autonomy or separation from the federal governmental 

structure of Pakistan, a move which many MQM leaders, including Altaf Hussain, 

anyway opposed.  During Operation Clean Up the supposed and later discredited 

discovery of an MQM-made map of “Jinnahpur” (i.e. a separate Muhajir state in and 

around Karachi) afforded the central government an opportunity to vilify the MQM and 

justify its repression.  However, the party vehemently denied the allegations and the 

subsequently debunked authenticity of the map, and instead once again insisted upon 

its dedication to a strong and united Pakistan and smeared Sindhis with the charge of 

secessionism.154

                                                           
152 Interview with Tariq Meer, Joint Chief Organiser of the MQM UK & Europe, London, 
21/07/1999, quoted in Gayer, p. 15 

  Though the violence that accompanied the Altaf-Haqiqi split and the 

subsequent Operation Clean Up certainly did nothing to produce an environment 

conducive to foreign investment, the MQM, or at least part of its leadership, viewed this 

period of strife and bloodshed as a necessary prelude to a brighter, more modern, and 

153 Interview with an MQM member exiled in America, Washington D.C., 25/04/2000, quoted in 
Gayer, p. 15 
154 MQM, Constitutional Petition to the Supreme Court of Pakistan, 1994, p. 33 
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more economically dynamic future, one borne from the blood, sweat, and tears of the 

Muhajir community and its representative, the MQM. 

Once the dust from Operation Clean Up had settled and the government and 

other political parties had begun grudgingly to accept the MQM as a fixture in Pakistani 

politics, the party reaffirmed its dedication to the above principles of national unity and 

economic development in the electoral arena, running in the 1998 provincial elections 

on a platform of purported representation of the interests of that bottom 98% of the 

population to which they had habitually appealed and to which they continue to appeal, 

while at the same time assuring that the state’s role under a potential MQM 

government in guaranteeing those interests would in no way deprive the top 2% of their 

economic privileges.155

                                                           
155 MQM, MQM Election Manifesto, 1998, http://www.mqm.org/manifesto/manifesto-1998-
mqmwant.htm 

  Furthermore, the party outlined what that state role would 

entail in an MQM-led government, touting the merits of not state-directed economic 

development, but rather state-facilitated economic development in tandem with 

private sector initiative.  In every facet of government from education and housing to 

industry and transport, the MQM advocated the close cooperation of government and 

the private sector to bring about development explicitly along the lines of models from 

around the industrialized world, at every turn opposing the nationalization of business 

and industry while supporting the extension of government encouragement and 

protection to investment.  The party’s industrial policy, for example, proposed the 

reduction of bureaucratic and legal obstructions to the establishment of industrial 

concerns and projects, but also simultaneously proposed the use of state-sponsored 

incentives such as the sale of land at charitable rates, the provision of electrical and 

water infrastructure and supply, and the provision of safety and the protection of the 
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law for industrialists.156

Also implicit in the MQM platform was the sacrifice that its proposed course of 

development would demand from the population.  On many matters the party offered a 

relatively detailed and expansive position, but on others it remained disturbingly brief.  

The MQM’s position on what it called “population planning” read simply, “The rapid 

growth in the population is extremely harmful for the progress and prosperity of the 

country.  Therefore, MQM wants immediate effective measures to be taken to control 

the increase in population.  Furthermore, new problems are being created due to 

migration of rural population to the cities.  In order to deal with this effectively, MQM 

wants to take realistic measures to resolve these problems.”

  From what such industrialists would require the safety and 

protection of the governments, of course, remained implicit.   

157  The use of the word 

“realistic” here is crucial.  Besides remaining sufficiently vague both to justify and to 

occlude the brutality of slum-clearing and other things, the word also referred back to 

the purported guiding principles of the MQM: “Realism” and “Practicalism.”  The 

former, according to the official party position, referred simply to, “acceptance of reality 

with an open heart,” while the latter referred to, “positive achievement made through 

ideologically supported pragmatic programs.”158

 

  With these ideologies, or rather 

slogans, the MQM attempted to posit their ideology of economic development through 

privatization and liberalization as a sort of national common sense, communicating so 

little and yet so much all at once. 
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VI. Conclusion 

 

By the early 1980s the styles and goals of Maharashtrian and Muhajir political 

identity had converged in a way that would have seemed unlikely given their respective 

origins.  Maharashtrian political identity, even after the establishment of the Sena in 

1966, began from a position of disadvantage, an assertion which seems ridiculous today 

in light of the power that the Sena has achieved, but which held water in a time when 

Gujaratis, Parsis, Jews, and Europeans controlled Bombay’s economy so thoroughly and 

to the exclusion of Maharashtrian employment.  Under these circumstances, the Sena’s 

drive to advocate on behalf of Marathi-speakers and (provisionally) non-Brahmins made 

sense.  Muhajir identity, meanwhile, has a shorter and also more privileged history.  The 

principal reason that it took longer for Muhajirs to organize politically on the basis of 

their identity as migrants (or descendants of migrants) from India was that they 

occupied a position of relative privilege in the Pakistani state and economy, as they 

possessed existing wealth, a generally higher level of education, and stood at the 

vanguard of the movement for the establishment of Pakistan.  In short, besides the 

obvious religious distinction between Maharashtrians and Muhajirs, their identities and 

political mobilization based thereon derived from completely different socioeconomic 

backgrounds.    

 The policies of the Indian and Pakistani states, specifically their active 

engagement with the process of economic liberalization in the service of industrial 

capitalists, had a homogenizing effect on these differences.  As these policies evolved, 

Maharashtrian and Muhajir identity, and their representations in the Sena and MQM, 

evolved with them.  No longer satisfied with simply ruling over Bombay or Karachi and 
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providing employment to their supporters, but politically unable to rule over much else, 

these parties sought to make governing their respective cities mean something different 

and, in their eyes, something more.  By the 1980s power in these cities increasingly lay 

in a government’s ability to promote and play host to industry and trade.  Neither the 

Sena nor the MQM initiated this process in their respective cities.  Instead, the Congress 

Party and the Zia ul-Haq government both set this trend and facilitated it for later use by 

the Sena and the MQM.  In neither case did the latter parties embrace these policies 

wholesale and without any alteration.  However, they did not simply append a 

commitment to economic liberalization to their established ideologies and practices.  

Rather, they integrated it fully into their existing repertoires, adopting it as an essential 

part not just of party platform, but also of Maharashtrian and Muhajir identity.  In 

effect, they became a party to what Horkheimer and Adorno have referred to as “the 

culture industry,” in which Maharashtrian and Muhajir cultural identity functioned as 

both an instrument and a product of “late capitalism.”  Horkheimer and Adorno argue 

that, “Fascism is…totalitarian in seeking to place oppressed nature’s rebellion against 

domination directly in the service of domination.”159

 

  Though the term “fascism” is 

perhaps bandied about all too carelessly today as a pejorative, this phenomenon which 

Horkheimer and Adorno describe captures the principal means and aims of the Sena and 

the MQM, and helps to explain the increasing similarity between these two parties. 

 

 

                                                           
159Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment: Philosophical Fragments, 
Gunzelin Schmid Noerr (ed.), Edmund Jephcott (trans.), Stanford CA: Stanford University Press, 
2002. p. 152. 



81 
 

Bibliography 

 

Ahmed, Feroz, Ethnicity and Politics in Pakistan, Karachi: Oxford University Press, 1998 

Alavi, Hamza, “Politics of Ethnicity in Pakistan,” in S. Akbar Zaidi (ed.), Regional 
Imbalances and the National Question in Pakistan, Lahore: Vanguard, 1992 

Amnesty International, “The ‘Enron project’ in Maharashtra – protests suppressed in the 
name of development,” July 1997 
http://www.amnesty.org/en/library/info/ASA20/031/1997 

Anderson, Benedict, “Long Distance Nationalism: World Capitalism and the Rise of 
Identity Politics,” Berkeley CA: Center for German and European Studies, University of 
California, 1992 

Ansari, Sarah, Life After Partition: Migration, Community and Strife in Sindh: 1947-1962, 
Oxford UK: Oxford University Press, 2005 

Appadurai, Arjun, Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization, 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996 

Banerjee, Sikata, Warriors in Politics: Hindu Nationalism, Violence, and the Shiv Sena in 
India, Boulder CO: Westview Press, 2000 

Bose, Sugata, A Hundred Horizons: The Indian Ocean in the Age of Global Empire, 
Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 2006 

Brass, Paul, The Production of Hindu-Muslim Violence in Contemporary India, Seattle: 
University of Washington Press, 2003 

------------- The Politics of India since Independence, Cambridge UK: Cambridge University 
Press, 1990 

Butt, Muhammad Shoaib and Jayatilleke S. Bandara, Trade Liberalization and Regional 
Disparity in Pakistan, New York: Routledge, 2009 

Chatterjee, Partha, Nationalist Thought and the Colonial World: A Derivative Discourse? 
New York: United Nations University, 1986 

Cheema, Ali, “State and Capital in Pakistan: The Changing Politics of Accumulation,” in 
Ananya Mukherjee Reed (ed.) Corporate Capitalism in Contemporary South Asia: 
Conventional Wisdoms and South Asian Realities, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003 

Datta, Pradip Kumar, Carving Blocs: Communal Ideology in Twentieth-Century Bengal, 
Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1999 



82 
 

Dawn (Karachi) 

Deshpande, Prachi, Narratives of Pride: History and Regional Identity in Maharashtra, 
India, c.1870-1960, PhD Dissertation, Ann Arbor MI: ProQuest, 2002 

Deshpande, Sudha and Lalit, “Work, Wages, and Well-being: 1950s and 1990s,” in Sujata 
Patel and Jim Masselos (eds.) Bombay and Mumbai: The City in Transition, New Delhi: 
Oxford University Press, 2003 

Eckert, Julia M., The Charisma of Direct Action: Power, Politics, and the Shiv Sena, New 
Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2003 

Gayer, Laurent, “A Divided City: ‘Ethnic’ and ‘Religious’ Conflicts in Karachi, Pakistan,” 
May 2003, http://www.ceri-sciences-po.org 

Giddens, Anthony, Emile Durkheim: Selected Writings, Cambridge UK: Cambridge 
University Press, 1972 

Government of Maharashtra, “Memorandum of action to be taken (ATR) by 
Government on the report of the commission of inquiry Appointed for making enquiries 
into the incidents of communal riots which occurred in the police commissionerate of 
Mumbai area during December 1992 and January 1993 And serial bomb blasts which 
occurred on 12th March 1993,” http://www.sabrang.com/srikrish/atr.htm 

Gupta, Dipankar, Nativism in a Metropolis: The Shiv Sena in Bombay, New Delhi: 
Manohar Publications, 1982 

Hansen, Thomas Blom, Wages of Violence: Naming and Identity in Postcolonial Bombay, 
Princeton NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001 

Hashmi, Arshi Saleem, Conflict Transformation from Ethnic Movement to Terrorist 
Movement: Case Studies of Tamils in Sri Lanka and Mohajirs in Pakistan, Colombo: 
Regional Centre for Strategic Studies, 2008 

Heuzé, Gerard, “Populism, Religion, and Nation in Contemporary India: The Evolution of 
the Shiv Sena in Maharashtra,” Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa, and the 
Middle East, Volume 20, Number 1&2, 2000, pp. 3-43 

Horkheimer, Max and Theodor Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightment: Philosophical 
Fragments, Gunzelin Schmid Noerr (ed.), Edmund Jephcott (trans.), Stanford CA: 
Stanford University Press, 2002 

Jaffrelot, Christophe, The Hindu Nationalist Movement in India, New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1998 

http://www.ceri-sciences-po.org/�


83 
 

Jalal, Ayesha, Democracy and Authoritarianism in South Asia: A Comparative and 
Historical Perspective, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995 
 
---------------- “State-Building in the Post-War World: Britain’s Colonial Legacy, American 
Futures and Pakistan,” in Sugata Bose (ed.), South Asia and World Capitalism, New 
Delhi, Oxford University Press, 1990 
 
Katzenstein, Mary Fainsod, Ethnicity and Equality: The Shiv Sena Party and Preferential 
Policies in Bombay, Ithaca NY: Cornell University Press, 1979 
 
Khan, Nichola, Mohajir Militancy in Pakistan: Violence and transformation in the Karachi 
conflict, New York: Routledge, 2010 
 
Kinnvall, Catarina, Globalization and Religious Nationalism in India: The search for 
ontological security, New York: Routledge, 2006 
 
Looney, Robert E., The Pakistani Economy: Economic Growth and Structural Reform, 
Westport CT: Praeger, 1997 
 
Manjapra, Kris, M.N. Roy: Marxism and Colonial Cosmopolitanism, New Delhi: 
Routledge, 2010 
 
McGillivray, Mark, “Structural Adjustment and Economic Growth in Pakistan: A Smooth 
Transitions Analysis,” in Mark McGillivray and Oliver Morrissey (eds.) Evaluating 
Economic Liberalization: Case-Studies in Economic Development, Volume 4, New York: 
St. Martin’s Press, 1999 
 
MQM, Constitutional Petition to the Supreme Court of Pakistan, 1994 
http://www.scribd.com/doc/36198985/MQM-Constitutional-Petition-under-Article-
184-3 
 
---------- MQM Election Manifesto, 1998 http://www.mqm.org/manifesto/manifesto-
contents-1998.htm 
 
Narayanan, Harini, “In Search of Shelter: The Politics of the Implementation of the 
Urban Land (Ceiling and Regulation) Act 1976 in Greater Mumbai,” in Sujata Patel and 
Jim Masselos (eds.) Bombay and Mumbai: The City in Transition, New Delhi: Oxford 
University Press, 2003 
 
Pandey, Gyanendra, The Construction of Communalism in Colonial North India, New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1990 
 
Patel, Sujata, “Bombay and Mumbai: Identities, Politics, and Populism,” in Sujata Patel 
and Jim Masselos (eds.) Bombay and Mumbai: The City in Transition, New Delhi: Oxford 
University Press, 2003 
 
Purandare, Vaibhav, The Sena Story, Mumbai: Business Publications Inc., 1999 
 

http://www.scribd.com/doc/36198985/MQM-Constitutional-Petition-under-Article-184-3�
http://www.scribd.com/doc/36198985/MQM-Constitutional-Petition-under-Article-184-3�


84 
 

Samad, Yunas, A Nation in Turmoil: Nationalism and Ethnicity in Pakistan, 1937-1958, 
New Delhi: Sage Publications, 1995 
 
Times of India (Bombay) 
 
van Wersch, H., The Bombay Textile Strike 1982-83, Bombay: Oxford University Press, 
1992 
 
Verkaaik, Oskar, Migrants and Militants: Fun and Urban Violence in Pakistan, Princeton 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004 
 
Zaidi, S. Akbar, “Sindhi vs Muhajir: Contradiction, conflict, compromise,” in S. Akbar 
Zaidi (ed.), Regional Imbalances & The National Question in Pakistan, Lahore: Vanguard, 
1992 
 
Zamindar, Vazira, The Long Partition and the Making of Modern South Asia: Refugees, 
Boundaries, Histories, New York: Columbia University Press, 2007 

 

 

 

  

 

 


