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Karachi in Flames

An Exclusive Interview with MQM's Leader-in-Exile Altaf Hussain

By arrangement with INDIA [ODAY

T

HE Didiany sabcontinent is no stranger to the spocies: the charisma
tic rabble rouser who articulates a minority s real and imagined
sense of discrimination and builds it into a mass persecution

complex and, ultimately, a militant movement. But Altaf Hussain, 41, the
supreino of Pakistan s Mohajir Qaumi Movement (MQM ) -- the refugees’
national front - and the most wanted man in Pakistan, is in a class apart.
[ nscathed by allegations of fascism, extortion and terrorism, his party
connnands almost wial sway among the nearly 20 million-strong

community of Urdu-speaking

Pakistanis who n

liglmedfmmirﬂuduring

the Partition, and now forms the majority in Sindh's urban centres. For
nearly a decade. the party has held sway in the provinee's cities, sweeping
clections when it has participated in them, or otherwise holding them,

inchading harachi. o ransom.

The violence in Karachi is complicated by religious and sectarian
factors and the drug mafia. But the primary discord is ethnic, with the
armed militants of the MQM fighting rival factions within the Mohajir
community and militants of other ethnicities besides government forces.
The toll in 1994 was 1,800. This year, the toll has already crossed the 800
mark and there is no sign of a let-up. Last month, Pakistan Prime Minister
Benazir Bhutto squarely blamed the MOQM for the trouble and called its

Cadres  gun-toting rats.
With the police

and the army hunting for him. Hussain has been in exile

in London for nearly two years. But his charisma is intact, as evident from
the large crowds that gather in Karachi to listen to his live * phone-in"

speeches relayed on cellular phones -

at one time, he addressed 19

different meetings simultaneously. Never short on rhetoric, Hussain, the
son of a station master of pre-Partition Agra railway station, and the

grandson of the Grand M

| of Agra, had never spoken to the Indian
media, fearing that they would buttress ¢

harges of his having links with

India. Last fortnight, he broke this silence and spoke to The INDIA TODAY
Senior Editor Shekhar Gupta for over two hours at his home in northern
London's upmarket Mill Hill area. Excerpts:

Q. How doey it feel to live
mn exile?

\. One who haso 1 suffered it can
not understand it. The Mohajirs of
Pakistan have already suffered the
cirse onee in 1997, They left in India
the graves of their ancestors, their
ciliural heritage, all the memories at-
tached with that soil. And for so
many of us, now exiled, fearing tor
our lives in Pakistan. this is the repeat
of that curse.

Q. How do you look back
on Partition?

A, The Hindus and Muslims were
tighting for independence together,
But the British created distrust be-
mween them. The leaders of the Hin-
dus as well as the Muslims are to
blame. for if only they had accepted
cach other s exisience and rights, the

Fhndus, Muslims. sikhs and all the
others would oy e continued living
twecther as they had done for cen-
turics, There would heve then been no
relevance ol the two-pation theory,
and India would not have been di-
vided. Gandhi did not want India's
division. He wanted all religions to
live wgether. But there were some
hiased Hindu leaders. The point is,
what had to happen. happened. Our
ancestors sutfered migration. and the
curse has staved with us.

(. Hay the two-nation the-
ory been successful?

A, Today the theory has become
the bumt of jokes. Pakistan was mad
it the name of Islam. But two and o
half lakh Urdu-speaking Pakistanis
{the so-called Biharis ) who did not
suppart the Bengali independence

by Shekhar Gupta

movement, and were victimised,
have been waiting to return to Pak-
istan since the fall of Dhaka. Many of

these people lost their fathers de-

fending Pakistan's integrity. Our

country 's leaders shed wears for Mus-

lims wherever they are victimised.
But they have no time for their own
people who defended the two-nation
theory. And the Mohajirs have been
victimised politically and economi-
cally. Are you then surprised that
people laugh at the theory?

(. Why did you leave Pak-
istan?

A. 1 am not afraid of jail or courts.
But my partymen requested me,
“Altafbhai, it is time for you to lead
us from where you can be safe from
assassination plans being hatched by

feudo-democracy. This is a rule of the
feudals. for the feudals, by the feu-
dals. Extra-judicial executions have
become the order of the day. Mohajir
boys are picked up, tortured at night,
their bodies thrown on the streets the
next day. And the Government says
they were killed in encounters. There
are some in the ruling hierar-
chy who want to paint Mohajirs as
Indian agents.

Q. Who are these people?

A. The same people who first
called the Bengalis Indian agents.
Then they called the Baluch people
Indian agents. Then the Pakhtoons,
the Sindhis, and now the Mohajirs are
being called Indian agents. There is a
section of people here which wants

Benazir's village. She has two faces.
One, for the West, is secular and
democratic. The other, the real one,
in Pakistan, is that of a dictator,
fendal and tyrant. She says, T'm not
the prime minister. I'm the of
the country. All of you act like my
subjects'. She and her types hate me
because I'm not a feudal, nor a tribal
head, nor a capitalist.

Q. Nor a general?

A. Yes. And nor was my father a
general. So they hate me. Because
they know that [ come from among
the real masses. Only the mqm is an

where you cannot name
one elected member who is a feudal
or a capitalist. So all the power

barons and corrupt generals are afraid
of it.

government agencies', The fact is, we
pine 10 go back to our country de-

spite the atrocities, We are not sepa
ratists.

(). But what are you fight-
ing for?

\. Equality for the Mohajir peo-
ple. Then, against feudalism, power
birons and undemocratic forces,

Pakistan does not have a real democ-
racv. It has a pseudo- or rather. a

i prove that only they are patriots
and the others are all traitors.

(). That leaves only the
Punjabis.

A. Yes. But not all the are
S e
the ruling elite. They tell the Punjabis
that the lovalty of the Pathans,
Baluch, Sindhis and Mohajirs is sus-
pect. Even common Punjabis are
victimised. They are made to live like
slaves. Like the people who work in

i@ Death toll since
f January 1 — 850

Se.,\'capade.s' Protests, Rows —and
Still a Year to Go

George Frank Asmah writes from Accra

i been cbroiled 0

tit-for-tit row with  his \i-.r

Presidemnt over allegations
sexmal misconduct. a sernies of ants-
govermanent demonstrations and an
abowt-turn on a key aspect ol
cronemic policy, President Jern
Rawlings must have been thinking
that mext vears chectons would secm
pracetul by companson

Bu now 2 row fas broken ot over

clecoral idensity cards. and an op
puosition politictan has warnod of the
dangers ol another Rwanda: “We
must cnsure that the nation is not
pushed wo far on the road w0 Kigali

Kawhings coonom programuin
continues to win the praise of the

Internatonal Moncian Fund. toaygh
it received a setback when pablic
protests forcod the withdrawal of an
HIPURLUN FEVENue- rasiy osirmeenl
vithue added Lax.

b was an cnsharrassang | -turn for
the government. not only because it
had insisted the ax would stay, but
because one of the @x's critics was
65 -year-old Harvard trained Vice
President how Zkensen Arkaah — a
bitter opponcl of the 46-year-old
soddie r-tured-Constitutional

Arkaah fled Rawhings 1981 coup.
but after a series of manecuvres
found himselfl in the Vice-Presiden:
chair.

He has linthe . however, and
presadential officials say that since
his inavguration in 1992 he and
Rawlings have not spoken together
lor more thas 0 manies.

He has been denied an official
residence and his office is in the di-

lapidated Old Mate House. The lifts

have broken down on several occa
sions, leaving him o sweat his way up
the stairs.

The gap between the two men
decpened last year when Rawlings
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[ &=L ] yovermiment angd opposition
epof >afrur News Service. have been
1rguirg over the guestion of photos or prints for
/Oters (Jdentity cards

Cigsr with the '-"m—P'l!h‘lr""

calbed for the Viee Presadent s reseg
maaton fodbow g albogatons m the b
cal press abowt the atiers sexmal ox
phosts with 4 2§ vear-old woman

hicr hit te headbines.

\rhaah got his own back in a May
Day speech which unged the repeal of
the salue added tax and criticised the
gon criinem s Laidure o respond W
workers denuads for pay rscs,

The spat continues, with the Vice-
Presadent threatening w appeal w
the Supreme Court (o force the gov
ernmenit w allow him w fulfil his con

While the clash of
rumibles on, the government is facing
a row over voler identification cands,
which ruling National Democratic
(ongress research director Dr Tony
Aadoo says should not be managed by
4 NOO-governmen! organisation se
wowed by ad-giving donor countrics.
He says the policy would compro
muse (hana's sovereignty.

ypokesmen for opposition par
ties — which boycotied the 1992
e s — dismass the suggestion as
a phoy 10 enable the NIDC 10 withdraw
troms Current discussions between the
parties, the Electoral Commission
and the donors.

Kwame Pianim of the New
Pairiotic party (NPP) says that fas

from infri v . donor
support “umiress and enerench
our democratic constitutional exper-

iment, and owr very survival as a

sOVEnvign nation.”

He also called for the Electoral
Commission to be purged of "the
hard-core Cuban and Bulgarian:-
trained cadres.”

similarly. Professor Mawuse Dake
of the recently formed People's
Convention Party — and the man who
raised the spectre of Rwanda — de-
i ribes the fairness of the 1996 presi
dential and parfiamentary elections as
crucial,

"The donors know that preven-
ton is bester than cure,” he says, "and
they must continue o insist and pro-
vide the necessary assistance to
make absolutely certain that they are
not called, sooner or later, 10 inter-
vene with emergency funds for
refugee management, peace-keeping
or peace-making operations, the
Ewandese, Liberian or Somalian way.”

For this reason, he says, it is hyp-
ocritical o veto any of the identity
card options as 0o expeasive.

The estimated cost of

given in a submission sponsored by
the United States Agency for

International are: 1D
cards with $21 million:
ID cards with $22 mil
lion; ID cards with thumbprint and
photo, $47 million.

After several discussions. all par
ties except the NDC have agreed a
bybrid formuka in which phatographs
wihtuldmitmrcﬁndu#
and

Thrchmmuhhtﬂn:twﬂ
Comauission, Dr Afari-Gyan, has set
Scpiember as the target for
ing 4 mew volers register. It be
conducted at 20,000 pulling stations
and monitored by agents of all regis
icred partics.

For Dr Afari-Gyaa. the ID card
dispute is just the first of many con-
troversies.

Q. But a lot .of people be-
lieve that the MOM ran tor-
ture cells and held Karachi
under siege.

A. Okay, if you were under siege
by a terrorist and some-
one freed you, won't you be happy?
So, when the army launched a cam-
paign against the MQM in Karachi and
other urban areas of Sind, people
should have welcomed them. Did
anyone come to the streets to wel-
come the army? People were crying.
Their babies were being massacred.
People were treated as prisoners of
war, as in an nation. There
were cries of distress all over, corpses
were in the streets, fathers
were killed in place of sons, brother in
place of brother. Every house was in

Q. I know many people in
Pakistan whe differ with that.
A Well,

was that people were happy. If that
was the case, why did the army gener-
als, in the 1993 elections, tell us not o
from four constituencies. Why? Be-
cause they were scared that if the

exposed. At the same time, if we

say that we contested but won only
four seats. This, after the army had

run a year-long operation, killed thou-
sands of our people and circulated

fake pictures of our alleged torture
cells, How would the army have

looked if we had still won the elec-
tion?

“Benazir called us
gun-toting rats. She
is i Tascist like

Hitler, who said that

Jews and gypsies are

rats who should bhe
exterminated.”

Q. Suo you are confirming
that you were forced to stay
out of the polls?

A. Yes. Since then thousands of
my people have disappeared. There
are cases where a parent of one of nny
underground dies, and they go
and surround In our culure,
as in yours, the son helps carry the
body o the graveyard. That's when
they arrest him. We believed in Pak-
istan, so we left our homes to build it
Was that a mistake for which we are

We are the builders
of and we are being treated
as third-rate citizens. We sacrificed
two million lives. This country's foun-
dations are soaked in our parents’
blood. And this is the way we are
treated?

Q. Do you have regrels

about Partition?
A. That is not relevant.
point is, we, from the Muskim-mi
nority previnces of India, wanted
Pakistan and built Pakistan. We want
to preserve it within its boundaries.
We have the greatest stake in id

. Whe iv rexponsible for
the viedence tin Karacha”

v e Governunent and s insclli
gence agendies. Thoere are things |
Cannot say ot indian media. As
such they call us Indian agents, Hin
dus. all kinds of tungs. But everyone

The

Altal Hussain -

Dnn ;.ff pu

kuows these agencics hire terrorist
groups. Look at the MQM(Hagigi).
It is no mgan Gaction, General Asif
Nawag picked all the people expelied
from thie MM, trained them and
armied them with weapons and the li
cence o kill,

(. But why should the
Covernment do thix? This
ety entharrasses it

Ao Because they are mad. That is
al 1 can san . Dictators think like that.
They think they are gods. Didn't the

“We feel sorry lor

Muslims in Bosnia

and Kashmir. But
we are also

Muslims sulfering
. Why

is the world

suppression

120N g Uus:

dictators know i 1971 that the Ben-
walis hud won the clection? If he had
given them power, Pakistan would
not have broken up. They say we have
power, we will crush them. Just as in
1971 they did not accept the popular
mandate, today they are not accept-
ing the nuudine given by millions to
the MQM. 1 am warning Pakistani au-
thorities imgain and again, Don't push
the Mohajirs compleiely 1o the wall
Otherwise 1971 will be repeated. And
we don't want that. We are patriotic
and we want to keep Pakistan
unied. And this s the treatment we
are getting froin our vwn soldiers?

(). What dov vou think of
Benazir?

A Look at the way she called us
gun-toting rats. She did not mean o
call us comards, as people say rats or
chicken It was mwore in the nature of
Cillinng us vermae Sow the workd must
acoept it shie is a tascist like Hitler.
Hither had said tha Jows and gy psics
are rats and shoubd be exterminated.
Then she said thae the Mohagirs have
different blood, that we have bad
blood. It was this blood that built
this conatry . she should apologise w
the entire Mohajir nation, She claims
o e o great Ceunpion ol women.,
Bt look at the hundreds of Mohajir
worent W Lo e been aokested and
raped by Liwentorce ment agencies,
We leel sorn for what is happening w
Muslings in Bosnia and kashmir, But
we art s Muslims suffering repres
sion, Wy s the world ignoring us?
Aree bleu, hu b to waaee ja rahe
bt Aver all we are gerting Kilked
fem ),

(4 Wiy haie verr aveided
the tudian media se far?

v never spoke o anybody from
the Iosdiaus mscdicn i spite of so ey
reguests, India us never helped us,
Even as mwedia bliondly weepted gov-
criment propaganda and called us
errorists, It o e decply. Soeom ]
s, w e the bl thoey call us Tndian
agents any v bet e al Jeast speak
vl ol so that my Muslim
Brrostda s o Todoa hisow how we are
b g trcated

o M it s
them”

LConsidor Indi your country.
You are part and parcel of i bodia s
vour country, not Pakistan. AL the
wame tine, the Hindus and Sikhs
should vol treat them as second or
third raw citizens, hey should b
v el etk Myoady g s
boeary ooan biston . otherwisg, com
minal fots will continue. and again
vou might have a situation where a
Community says it cannot live in the
country . Indian micllectuals should
take the lead here.

. Didn't the subconti-
nent's Urdu-speaking Muslims
suffer both ways, in that their
loyalties are suspected in In-
dia and you say they are dis-
criminated against in Pak-
istan’

A. That indeed is an undeniable
tragedy. So | appeal w India's leaders
and intellectuals that what had w0
happen, has happened. Please con:
sider the Muslims as India's first
grade citizens and provide them the
oppertunity w0 enter all walks of life.
It is silly to talk of war these days
when the countries that fought the
world wars have set up the European
Comumunity .

Q. Is a similar South Asian
confederation poxsible in the
vihcontinent”

\. That is my wish also. All the
countries of South Asia should talk
and look at the West's example. It is
possible as long as it does not afffect

vorntr wdvice Lo

hi h b

§
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will be repe

ated,

the integrity of any nation. India
should accept Pakistan's cxistence.
The two should solve the Kashmir
problem. The Indian Government
must stop atrocities over the Kash-
miris. They should be allowed to de-
cide their fate, whether they want to
live with India or Pakistan. or if they
want to choose another option. Ask
them to stop the atrocities.

Q. What have the Mustims
of the subcontinent lost and
gained since Partition? How
does the balance sheet read?

A. If you look at it materialisti-
cally, we have lost evervthing, But if
you look ar it spiritually, we have
built a country for the Muslims. So the
spiritual success is there. That satis.
taction is there. As far as material

- gains are concerned. bhai. we have

gained nothing, Materially, it is a case
of na khuda hee mila, na visaal-e-
saitun, na idhar ke rahe, na udhar ke
rahe (1 got neither God, nor a

at my lover, | ended up neither here,
nor there ),

Q. You obviously regret
that the Mohajirs did not get
political power.

A, We had not moved out
to become the monarchs of Pakistan,
But at least do not deny us basic hu-
man and fundamental rights in a
country we have helped create. Just
give us those rights. When the one in
authority does not give people their
rights, then Nature intervenes. And
when Nature intervenes, it doesn't
bother about anybody's power. No
one can stop it. You can draw what-
ever conclusion you want from this.

MQM: THE GENESIS

IN the early '80s, when the All
Pakistan Mohajir Students’ Or-
ganisation was set up by Altaf .
Hussain, it failed to elicit any no-
ticeable support. Soon after, Hus-
sain formed the MOM and, in the
winter of 1986-87,
nounced its arrival when bus-
‘loads of its supporters on their -
way to a public meeting clashed
with the police. Shortly after-
wards, a Mohaijir locality was at-
tacked, reportedly by Pathan
gunmen, and dozens of people
were lynched. The next day saw
Pathans killed in retaliation.
Politically, it wasin 198 7 that

thparty an-

the MgMm established itself—by

winning the Karachi and Hyder-
abad local-body elections. This

inevitably brought the organisa-
tion in conflict with the native

Sindhis. And afare the 1688
general cleitic o~ @ group of
Sindhi militenig went on the

I‘Hm[}ﬂ?«{“. W LA g F‘.'f:'!'h- "--'4.'.‘11"?'1?:*
nated part: - . dernreodd Kiiling
morethan "~ aagple 'f:ir:edh had
been eilovice vy LAivitee along

ethnic lines.

In the elections that folowed,
Benazir Bhiitto < Pakivtan Peo-
ple’s Party » «f to eoter intoan ok
liance with the vioas, wiiic b byl
swept the mo ! 0 Var
derabad. 1c v a gosesprent,
The alliance and Benazir's gov-
ernment as well, did not last, with

MQM crossing over to the
Sharif camp.

']\1 ;jr‘.,':r Wy
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”M Soon after Sharif won the

mt elections-—-and the mom got
its first real taste of power—
Altaf’s supporters antagonised
the army, which launched an op-
eration against them, only to call
it of at the first hint of deflance.
In the meantime, Bhutto found
herself back in power. Since then,
she has denlt with the mom—
which boycotted the last national
assembly elections in 1993
through administrative means.
Now, with both Bhutto and Hus-
sain sticking to their guns, there
is little hope of Karachi being re-
stored to normalcy soon.
~—ABBAS NASIR
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