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From 1968 to 1978, the Mazdoor Kisan Party (MKP) was argu  ably Pakistan’s “larg est and most militant party 
with a Marx ist ori en ta tion.”1 The party led the coun try’s most effec tive peas ant rebel lion, which erupted in the 
North-West Frontier Province (or Frontier, now called Khyber Pakhtunkhwa) in 1970, resulting in de facto land 

and ten ancy reforms, and sub se quently expanded to South Punjab, where it confronted some of Pakistan’s larg est 
and most noto ri ous land lords. MKP-connected cad res also orga nized in key indus trial areas in cit ies like Karachi, 
Faisalabad, and Swat. We build on recent stud ies of the MKP by focus ing on how party mem bers grap pled with 
Marx ist the ory to con tend with the spec i fic ity of their con di tions, and in doing so both drew on and con trib uted to 
a worldly Marx ism.2

By worldly Marx ism, we iden tify a larger pro ject to con struct a Marx ism that is nei ther Euro cen tric nor sim-
ply post co lo nial. Rather, it is a Marx ism that is con stantly renewed as it exceeds its ori gins in Europe to extend 
across set tler col o nies, (post)col o nies, and metropoles. As the Lebanese com mu nist Mahdi Amel put it, while “the 
main Marx ist con cep tual appa ra tus [is] . . .  a direct out come of a spe cifi  cally west ern his tor i cal expe ri ence,”3 the 
“very pro cess of the o ret i cally under stand ing” post co lo nial real ity neces si tated a cri tique of “pre-formed” Marx ist 
thought.4 This cri tique rein vents Marx ist the ory and con trib utes to Marx ism’s uni ver sal i za tion. Even as early as the 
1940s and 50s, com mu nists in South Asia, like Indian Dalit R. B. More, expressed uneas i ness with how the region’s 
offi cial com mu nist parties adapted categories and strat e gies from Euro pean parties that did not ade quately align 
with local real i ties. For More, the Communist Party of India failed to under stand how class was coconstituted by 
caste and, as such, how anti-caste strug les were cen tral to class strug le in India.5 As we show below, the found ers 
of the MKP had an anal o gous cri tique of com mu nist ortho doxy, insisting that “the rev o lu tion for which they were 
striv ing would be nei ther like Peking nor like Moscow, but purely Pakistani.”6 By the 1960s and ’70s, the MKP joined 
the Naxalites in India,7 militant intel lec tu als in the Arab  world,8 indig e nous activ ists in North America,9 Black rad i-
cals in the US,10 Mao ists in France,11 and rev o lu tion ar ies in Cuba,12 among oth ers, to cre ate a worldly Marx ist the ory 
and prac tice, one that acquired uni ver sal sig nifi  cance pre cisely through its atten tion to particular con texts.

Importantly, the worldly Marx ism of the time was grounded in pro duc ing the ory that was appro pri ate to the 
polit i cal tasks of anti-impe ri al ism. As Amel argued, revolting against post co lo nial underdevelopment neces si tated 
a the o ret i cal cri tique of underdevelopment.13 Worldly Marx ism thus entails the o riz ing in the con junc ture, that is, 
from a par tic u lar his tor i cal moment that poses a set of polit i cal prob lems.14 Rather than a com plete and com pre hen-
sive syn the sis, conjunctural the o riz ing involves arranging mul ti ple con cep tual ele ments to clar ify and under stand 
the polit i cal task at hand. Not sim ply a phi los o phy, an eco nomic or socio log i cal the ory, nor a his tor i cal method, 
worldly Marx ism ulti mately names that assem bly of the o ret i cal and prac ti cal tools required to “real ize an egal i tar-
ian, ratio nal fig ure of col lec tive orga ni za tion for which the name is ‘com mu nism.’”15
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Worldly Marx ism was also com par a tive, as polit i cal 
actors retheorized Marx ism in explicit global dia logue. 
MKP mem bers, for exam ple, drew on the expe ri ences 
of Chi nese, Viet nam ese, and Indian (spe cifi  cally, Nax-
alite) rev o lu tion ar ies, as well as Indian modes of pro-
duc tion debates (as we dis cuss below). Scholars like 
Aijaz Ahmad inter vened in their debates and helped 
edit Urdu trans la tions of the works of Afri can rev o lu-
tion ar ies like Amilcar Cabral. Meanwhile, some of the 
MKP’s writ ings were trans lated into English and cir cu-
lated through jour nals like Pakistan Forum and the Jour-
nal of Contemporary Asia.16 Similar engage ment was in 
evi dence when indig e nous activ ists allied with Third 
World Mao ists in the belief that land rec la ma tion was 
rev o lu tion ary,17 or when the Black Panther Party aligned 
with for mer col o nized countries like Algeria on the the-
o ret i cal under stand ing that Afri can Amer i can com mu-
ni ties, too, were a col ony.18 We flag and group under the 
ban ner of worldly Marx ism these rev o lu tion ary exper i-
ments, conducted for local con di tions but in global dia-
logue. Ultimately, we show how the worldly Marx ism of 
the 1960s and 70s used its own tools to cri tique its lim its 
and elab o rate a Marx ism always-in-the-mak ing.

We sit u ate the MKP’s the o ret i cal pro duc tion in 
the frame work of such a worldly Marx ism. The party 
con sid ered the polit i cal task of its con junc ture to be 
the achieve ment of a People’s Democratic Revolution 
(which we elab o rate on later). As the party orga nized 
work ers and peas ants, who had their own epistemolo-
gies and prac tices, it faced new ques tions that neces si-
tated renewing Marx ist the ory for post co lo nial real i ties. 
Whereas recent schol ar ship on post co lo nial Marx isms 
focuses on the writ ings of intel lec tu als,19 we fol low Faye 
V. Harrison’s approach, which “shift[s] from a val o ri za-
tion of the ory as textualized prod uct to ‘the o riz ing’ as a 
form of cre a tive work performed in diverse dia log i cal 
con texts.”20 Central to this approach is the “con cept of 
praxis,”21 which empha sizes how the ory is both imma-
nent to and coconstitutive of prac tice. We pur sue such 
an approach by supplementing writ ten texts, drawn 
from pre vi ously unex plored state and party archives, 
with eth nog ra phy and oral his tory, conducted over a 
com bined thirty-six months of field work. We show how 
the dia log i cal and prac ti cal encoun ter of MKP lead ers 
with work ers and peas ants opened up new the o ret i cal 
pos si bil i ties that were not always writ ten. While the 
party pur sued some of these pos si bil i ties with greater 
rigor over oth ers, they none the less connected the con-
crete strug les of work ers and peas ants in Pakistan to 
the global debates of a worldly Marx ism.

In the fol low ing sec tions, we dis cuss how the MKP 
inhabited and devel oped this worldly Marx ism through 
its engage ment with agrar ian tran si tions, reli gion, and 
gen der in two periph eral regions of Pakistan: the Fron-
tier and South Punjab. As the party confronted these 
three issues, it led to the o ret i cal open ings for a multi-
lineal, vernacularized, and inter sec tional Marx ism.22 In 
the first sec tion, we explain why the MKP broke from 
pre vi ous com mu nist prac tice to elab o rate a Marx ism 
spe cific to Pakistani con di tions. The party thus focused 
on build ing a united front of work ers and peas ants in 
the coun try side, but real ized that doing so entailed con-
fronting class and caste-like con tra dic tions within the 
alli ance. In the sec ond sec tion, we show how the party’s 
suc cess in achiev ing land and ten ancy reforms in parts 
of the Frontier enabled peas ant upward mobil ity and a 
spa tially uneven inten si fi ca tion of cap i tal ism, sparking 
debates about agrar ian tran si tion out of “semi-feu dal-
ism.”23 Against tel e o log i cal under stand ings of cap i tal ist 
devel op ment, the party became open to the pos si bil ity 
of mul ti ple paths of cap i tal ist devel op ment, as well as 
multilineal log ics of lib er a tion, thus par tici pat ing in 
global debates about tran si tion that con tinue to this 
day.24 In the third sec tion, we show how the party’s 
inter ac tion with Islam, the o ret i cally and in every day 
prac tice, opened up the pos si bil ity for Marx ism’s artic u-
la tion with non-Western ideologies and the o ries. In the 
fourth sec tion, we con sider how the MKP’s engage ment 
with gen der points to the con tra dic tions of its worldly 
Marx ism.25 In the 1970s con junc ture, the party lead er-
ship deprioritized gen der because they believed con-
ces sions to patri ar chy were nec es sary for the party’s 
polit i cal sur vival. Still, the MKP’s ori en ta tion to worldly 
Marx ism did lay the foun da tion for some of its lead ers 
to, in a diff er ent con junc ture, con front patri ar chy more 
con cert edly.

The Pakistani Marx ism of the MKP
The MKP inhabited a worldly Marx ism by prac tic ing 
a spe cifi  cally Pakistani Marx ism. The party emerged 
as a cri tique of Marx isms that priv i leged the his tor i-
cal agency of the indus trial pro le tar iat and bour geoi sie 
in Third World anti-impe ri al ist strug les. Instead, the 
party argued “that the People’s Democracy [in Pakistan] 
is nei ther bour geois democ racy, mean ing a repub lic 
under bour geois dic ta tor ship, nor is it social ism, mean-
ing a repub lic under pro le tar ian dic ta tor ship.”26 The 
People’s Democratic Revolution involved build ing a 
“multi-class united front” based on a worker-peas ant 
alli ance, supported by patri otic and rev o lu tion ary mid-
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dle clas ses, in order to lib er ate the coun try from semi-
feu dal ism and impe ri al ism as a pre req ui site to estab-
lishing social ism. Rather than focus ing pre dom i nantly 
on the indus trial pro le tar iat, the party turned to the 
rural major ity and a pol i tics of land-to-the-til ler, most 
spec tac u larly in the North-West Frontier Province. 
Party activ ists learned that, despite com mon oppo si tion 
to land lords, worker-peas ant sol i dar ity could not be 
assumed, but had to be sutured together by confront-
ing class and caste-like con tra dic tions. Ironically, the 
suc cess of this sol i dar ity in defeating land lord ism in 
the Frontier led to the alli ance unraveling as upwardly 
mobile ten ants no lon ger saw its util ity and returned to 
dis crim i na tory, anti-land less prac tices. As we explore in 
the next sec tion, this unravelling set the stage for the 
MKP’s debate on multilineal, region ally spe cific paths of 
cap i tal ist devel op ment.

The MKP emerged from a cri tique of the the ory 
and prac tice of the Communist Party of Pakistan (CPP, 
which oper ated offi cially from 1948 to 1954). Reflecting 
the CPP lead er ship’s pri or i ties, a recent lit er a ture has 
unearthed the party’s activ i ties in urban Pakistan, its 
engage ment with the state and national cul ture, and its 
lit er ary out put through fig ures asso ci ated with the Pro-
gressive Writers’ Association.27 MKP found ers, on the 
other hand, charted a dis tinc tive the o ret i cal and prac ti-
cal course from the CPP in three respects. First, as early 
as 1948, Eric Cyprian, a mem ber of the CPP and later 
MKP founder who was inspired by the Chi nese expe-
ri ence, argued that com mu nists should focus more on 
the peas antry rather than the urban pro le tar iat because 
the for mer were the “basis from which the most deci-
sive blows can be struck at the rul ing class.”28 Second, 
by focus ing on the peas antry, Cyprian’s group also dis-
tanced them selves from prevailing com mu nist prac-
tices of aligning with “pro gres sive” land lords and cap i-
tal ists, whether in the main stream Mus lim League or in 
regional ethno-nation al ist parties. The point, instead, 
was to orga nize “all  the exploited sec tions of the peo ple” 
under com mu nist lead er ship, includ ing those in periph-
eral parts of the coun try.29 Third, fol low ing this arc, 
MKP found ers were crit i cal of the elite lit er ary focus of 
the CPP lead er ship, whom they under stood as “cul tur-
ally alien ated from the peo ple of the soil,”30 and sought 
instead to build a party ori ented to the cul tures and lan-
guages of the masses. Because the CPP was banned in 
1954, these cri tiques could not be put into prac tice, and 
most com mu nists sought ref uge in the National Awami 
Party (NAP), which was an alli ance between rad i cals 
and ethno-nation al ist land lords. Nevertheless, by the 

early 1960s, com mu nists influ enced by Cyprian’s cri-
tiques began to coa lesce into a “China-influ enced” con-
sul ta tive group in the NAP.

Indeed, over a decade later, Cyprian’s cri tiques 
informed the emer gence of the MKP as a dis tinct polit i-
cal orga ni za tion. In the con text of a pop u lar move ment 
that deposed mil i tary ruler Ayub Khan in 1969 and a 
sharp en ing of stra te gic splits between the Chi nese- 
and Soviet-aligned com mu nist parties, com mu nists in 
Pakistan raised ques tions about class alli ances and state 
power. As early as 1965, Major (retired) Ishaq Muham-
mad, a key fig ure in the NAP and a founder of the MKP, 
argued that the Soviet Union was com pro mis ing with 
Third World cap i tal ists in strug ling against Western 
impe ri al ism. Instead, he agreed with the Chi nese Com-
munist Party to argue that the “rev o lu tion must be led 
by the work ing class, supported by the great power of 
the peas antry, to travel the path of People’s Democratic 
Revolution and then estab lish a social ist sys tem.”31 In 
the Frontier, pro po nents of the Chi nese line, nota bly 
law yer Muhammad Afzal Bangash, ori ented NAP com-
mu nists to work in the Frontier Kisan (Peasant) Com-
mittee from 1963 to 1968. Their work among ten ants, 
par tic u larly in the Peshawar val ley, increas ingly threat-
ened the land lords, who allied with com mu nist pro po-
nents of the Soviet line to encour age the expul sion of 
the “Mao ists” from the NAP. Thus, on May 1, 1968, led 
by Bangash and the law yer Sher Ali Bacha, the erst while 
mem bers of the Kisan Committee con sti tuted a new 
polit i cal party, named the Mazdoor Kisan Party, which 
shifted from ret i cent col lab o ra tion to open con fron ta-
tion with the land lords of the Frontier. Emerging stu-
dent rad i cals like Imtiaz Alam soon joined the MKP, and 
led the expan sion of the party to South Punjab, where 
peas ants were also confronting the region’s “feu dal” 
land lords.

However, the MKP activ ists in the Frontier learned 
that, not with stand ing com mon strug les against the 
land lords, worker-peas ant alli ances were not given, but 
rather had to be sutured together by confronting class 
and caste-like con tra dic tions. Tenants and agri cul tural 
labor ers alike faced sim i lar exac tions from land lords—
“begar [unpaid labor], [forced] guard duty, wed ding 
taxes, evic tions, extor tion, coer cion and tyr anny, dis-
re spect and des e cra tion.”32 Indeed, until recently many 
of the agri cul tural labor ers had been ten ants, evicted 
because Green Revolution and mech a ni za tion tech nol o-
gies encour aged land own ers to man age the lands them-
selves. But despite fac ing land lord  exploi ta tion, ten ants 
were struc tur ally super or di nate to labor ers: ten ants 
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paid them low daily wages, con fis cated the manure of 
cat tle that labor ers reared, took begar from them, and 
could even evict labor ers from their home steads located 
on lands leased by ten ants. As Inzar Gul, an elder whose 
fam ily used to be land less, put it in an inter view, “If we 
were with the land lord, he would exploit us, and when 
the ten ants came, they exploited us, too.” These class 
dis tinc tions were coconstituted by caste-like prac tices: 
in 1972, MKP pres i dent Major Ishaq noted in a speech, 
“I heard today that when the peas ants fasted in mem ory 
of the mar tyrs of [the move ment], farm laborers were 
not allowed to fast. I want to warn you that if you do 
not stop [your own] oppres sion, you will never be  able 
to erad i cate oppres sion.”33 The rural united front, there-
fore, had to be constructed by confronting these class 
and caste-like con tra dic tions.

The MKP was  able to nego ti ate a con tin gent alli-
ance, not only because ten ants and labor ers had a 
com mon enemy in the land lords, but also because the 
ten ants’ defense against evic tions required the phys-
i cal sup port of land less labor ers. For exam ple, in the 
vil lage Ameerabad, only 7 fam i lies out of 113 pos sessed 
land in 1968, while the remain der had been ejected.34 
Landlords wanted to eject the remaining 7 fam i lies but 
could not over come the unity of the vil lage com mu nity 
and so sought to cre ate divi sions by high light ing the 
low wages ten ants paid to their labor ers. To main tain 
the united front, the MKP nego ti ated labor ers’ wage 
increases and rights over manure, as well as secu rity of 
home steads.35 The MKP’s open and col lec tive meet ings 
also undermined the cul tural sub or di na tion of labor ers, 
who could raise com plaints about ten ants. Soon, labor-
ers demanded more than bet ter wages and treat ment, 
and wanted land. The MKP nego ti ated cer tain mech a-
nisms of land redis tri bu tion; for exam ple, a ten ant who 
pos sessed four to six acres was expected to give half 
an acre to a laborer.36 Henceforth, in any con flict with 
landlords, “the peas ants and work ers would col lec tively 
deal with [them]. The peas ants also agreed in no uncer-
tain terms that if the rev o lu tion suc ceeds, the land will 
again be redistributed and this time it will be an equal 
dis tri bu tion.”37

However, the party’s line of “land-to-the-til ler” 
inad ver tently pre cluded egal i tar ian redis tri bu tion, 
exac er bat ing ten sions within the worker-peas ant alli-
ance, espe cially as ten ants found alter na tive mech a-
nisms to secure their pos ses sion. By 1973, after three 
years of MKP-led strug le, land lords in the Frontier 
had been shaken, chang ing the bal ance of forces in 
the coun try side. In large areas, espe cially north ern 

Hashtnagar and Malakand, the move ment had put an 
end to var i ous forms of land lord dom i nance. Here, 
many ten ants had not paid rent for three years, hang ing 
on to the land through sheer force with the sup port of 
land less labor ers. By Novem ber 1972, many richer peas-
ants began nego ti at ing secret deals with land lords, anx-
ious about hav ing to repay three years of unpaid rents 
if the move ment ulti mately failed.38 This left a more 
numer ous poor peas antry vul ner a ble and undermined 
peas ant unity.

When the Pakistan People’s Party–backed gov ern-
ment took over the prov ince in 1973 and implemented 
a ban on eject ments, ten ants no lon ger had an incen-
tive to con cede to labor ers. Farm labor ers peti tioned 
“Party Elders,” complaining that well-to-do peas ants 
were no lon ger heeding the party’s line: “Although they 
agree with the rights of farm laborers, they keep delay-
ing implementation in the same way that courts keep 
adjourning for later dates.”39 These bet ter-off peas ants 
were also increas ing their over tures to main stream 
parties, par tic u larly the Pakistan People’s Party. MKP 
gen eral sec re tary Sher Ali Bacha thus wrote, “One land-
lord was fin ished, but a hun dred small land lords took 
birth and lost inter est in the peas ant move ment.”40 He 
was also concerned that rich peas ants were leverag ing 
their dom i nant posi tion in MKP units to extract more 
sur plus from land less labor ers. These proto-cap i tal ist 
peas ants were undermining the united front and, given 
their lead ing role, bring ing the move ment to a rolling 
lull. Thus, the very suc cess of work ers and peas ants in 
defeating land lord ism led to their alli ance unraveling as 
upwardly mobile ten ants no lon ger saw its util ity and 
returned to dis crim i na tory, anti-land less prac tices.

Agrarian Transitions and Multilineal Marx ism
The slow down in the Frontier move ment sparked a 
debate in the party over agrar ian tran si tions that ech-
oed modes of pro duc tion debates in the Indian com-
mu nist move ment of the 1960s and 70s.41 Three ques-
tions were at stake: (1) was the coun try side semi-feu dal 
or cap i tal ist? (2) which clas ses belonged in the united 
front? and (3) which class should lead the united front 
as the prin ci pal rev o lu tion ary agent? The party’s ini-
tial posi tion presupposed wide spread “feu dal” rela-
tions of pro duc tion, the pri mary con tra dic tion being 
between land lords and ten ants, with the diff er en ti a tion 
among the lat ter being of lit tle imme di ate rel e vance. 
As a con se quence, the party argued that “Pakistan’s 
[Peo ple’s] Dem o cratic Rev o lu tion is fun da men tally an 
agrar ian rev o lu tion, mean ing that the peas antry is its 
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main force.”42 However, as proto-cap i tal ists emerged 
in Hashtnagar with the suc cess of the land-to-the-til-
ler move ment, party lead ers rec og nized that cap i tal ism 
was devel op ing in the coun try side, but maintained that 
it would lead to, fol low ing Lenin, increas ing peas ant dif-
fer en ti a tion, not dis place ment. Further, they also rec og-
nized that these pro cesses would be region ally spe cific, 
thus also prefiguring more recent the o ri za tions of the 
agrar ian ques tion, which empha size “sev eral diff er ent 
agrar ian ques tions, driven by region ally dis pa rate class 
con stel la tions and devel op ment tra jec to ries.”43 For the 
party, what accounted for this regional spec i fic ity was 
how cap i tal ist devel op ment was coconstituted by caste-
like prac tices and “feu dal” begar.

The party’s ini tial posi tion that Pakistan was semi-
feu dal corresponded to the real i ties that its activ ists 
observed in South Punjab. Here, despite the impor tance 
of agrar ian labor ers, the vast estates of the land lords 
meant that even when they began to evict ten ants to 
man age the land them selves, ten ancy remained dom-
i nant. Compared to ten ants, “the pro por tion of other 
clas ses—farm labor ers and var i ous arti sanal clas ses—is 
very low”:44 a sit u a tion quite diff er ent to that in Hasht-
nagar by the end of the 1960s. In South Punjab, despite 
some resis tance, the land lord as a class had not been 
weak ened. In other words, unlike in Hashtnagar, lim i-
ta tions on the upward mobil ity of ten ants were still in 
place. For the party, the pri mary con tra dic tion here was 
between the “feu dal” land lords and the ten ants.

Further, the party also interpreted the pres ence 
of begar in South Punjab as evi dence of “feu dal” rela-
tions. In an inter view, the then Punjab pro vin cial gen-
eral sec re tary, Imtiaz Alam, argued that begar was a 
sign of “feu dal bond age”—an “extra-eco nomic form of 
sur plus accu mu la tion.” Landlords made wide spread use 
of begar, for exam ple, by forc ing ten ants to do unpaid 
con struc tion work on their fac to ries.45 Local MKP lead-
ers like Sufi Sibghatullah Mazari orga nized begar refus-
als. Landlords responded by besieg ing vil lages with the 
Border Military Police,46 an offi cial land lord-con trolled 
para mil i tary, and marshal ling scab labor, whom Sib-
ghatullah referred to as gunday (goons).47 One land lord, 
for instance, dis patched around five to six hun dred of 
his gunday with trac tor-trol leys to forc ibly retrieve the 
ten ants’ crop.48 These gunday consisted of both ten-
ants and land less labor ers, and were used by the land-
lord to frac ture the MKP’s attempts at build ing a united 
front. Whereas ini tially Sibghatullah viewed scab 
labor as effec tively coerced and orga nized to stop it, he 
increas ingly came to see these labor ers as will ful agents 

actively aligning with land lords to under mine the ten-
ant move ment. Alongside the prev a lence of “feu dal” 
land lord-ten ant rela tions, this land lord-labor alli ance 
led Sibghatullah to not pri or i tize orga niz ing labor in 
South Punjab.

Bacha and his sup port ers, on the other hand, 
argued that, in the Frontier at least, the peas ant move-
ment had inten si fied cap i tal ist rela tions of pro duc tion, 
and this neces si tated orga niz ing labor sep a rately. Capi-
talism was devel op ing from above, as land lords and 
mer chants invested in indus try and cash crops; and 
from below, as lim ited land reforms (offi cial and unof-
fi cial) and the rent freeze achieved by the move ment 
enabled richer ten ants to accu mu late cap i tal by invest-
ing in machin ery and land.49 If ten ants and labor ers 
con tin ued in the same orga ni za tion then it would be the 
inter ests of the now-dom i nant rich peas ants that would 
be pur sued over those of labor ers.50 Although Bacha 
cited Lenin’s and Mao’s empha sis on sep a rate orga ni-
za tions of labor ers, he drew more exten sively on the 
Indian expe ri ence, where “peas ant activ ists and lead-
ers were often Brah mins or belonged to upper castes, 
and there fore did not give empha sis to a sep a rate orga-
ni za tion of land less laborers. The Kisan Sabhas were 
cap tured only by ten ants and rich peas ants, and these 
became Kulak Sabhas that were dom i nated by Con-
gress’s influ ence, and the rev o lu tion ary activ ists’ influ-
ence was extinguished.”51 The ref er ence to upper castes 
implied that pre-cap i tal ist modes of dom i na tion were 
not incom pat i ble with the inten si fi ca tion of cap i tal ist 
rela tions. And if the party was to con tinue to pri or i tize 
peas ants over labor ers, it was pri or i tiz ing the “cap i tal-
ist road and [abandoning] the social ist road, whose axis 
is the pro le tar iat,”52 for agrar ian labor ers were part of 
the lat ter. Bacha, cog ni zant of the dynam ics in areas like 
South Punjab, rec og nized that the broader social for-
ma tion remained char ac ter ized by landed power, and 
so rich peas ants would still be part of the united front. 
But given the inten si fi ca tion of cap i tal ist rela tions, agri-
cul tural labor ers—not peas ants—would increas ingly 
be lead ing the united front.

Bangash and his sup port ers, on the other hand, 
argued that cap i tal ism had sim ply not devel oped, either 
in indus try or in agri cul ture, to the point that warranted 
mak ing agri cul tural labor ers the lead ing class—a posi-
tion appro pri ate for a direct social ist rev o lu tion, not for 
the pre req ui site People’s Democratic Rev o lu tion. They 
argued that the inten si fi ca tion of cap i tal ist rela tions in 
a few areas did not reflect broader changes in the mode 
of pro duc tion. Even ten ants who had legally become 
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labor ers had not been freed from feu dal rela tions as in 
Western Europe: “They often use their own means of 
pro duc tion and rather than cash wages they are remu-
ner ated in kind. In some cases, they are even subjected 
to begar. What kind of cap i tal ism is this?”53 They argued 
that the “Trots ky ite” line of cap i tal ist devel op ment in 
Pakistan would con fuse labor ers, who would mis take a 
manufactured enemy, the peas ants, for the real enemy, 
the land lords; and that this line would also alien ate the 
peas ants from any pos si ble united front.54 To Bangash, 
rich and mid dle-class ten ants would play a lead ing role 
in the suc cess of the rev o lu tion.

By 1976, the party arrived at an offi cial com pro mise 
posi tion, one that hinged on the pos si bil ity of mul ti-
ple and region ally spe cific paths to agrar ian tran si tion 
and liberatory strug le. When Bacha ini tially published 
his con cerns in 1974, the party maintained its posi tion 
to not form sep a rate orga ni za tions for labor ers, but to 
keep them in the same units and com mit tees as peas-
ants. Overall, party mem bers were directed to keep 
the rural poor united and pre vent peas ants and work-
ers from fight ing each other.55 However, Bacha’s inter-
ven tions influ enced the party’s Punjab lead ers. In 1975, 
Alam argued that increas ing mech a ni za tion and evic-
tions indi cated an “increase of cap i tal ism in agri cul-
ture,” due to which “the con tra dic tion in the rural pop-
u la tion, between farm labor ers and a rural bour geoi sie, 
is increas ing.”56 He argued that “we need to advance 
the lead er ship of farm labor ers and poor peas ants. . . .  
Without this, we can’t ignite the People’s Democratic 
pol i tics.”57 That said, he noted the region ally uneven 
devel op ment of agrar ian cap i tal ism in Punjab: “In cen-
tral Punjab, [cap i tal ist pro duc tion] has been inten si fy-
ing for quite a while whereas in feu dal areas [i.e., South 
Punjab] this pro cess has inten si fied [only recently] as 
a con se quence of the peas ant move ment.” This called 
for what Alam termed class geog ra phies (tabqati jaghrafi-
yah): “a class anal y sis and col lect[ion] [of ] clear facts, so 
that the party’s work will be on cor rect foun da tions.”58 
In 1976 the party thus arrived at an understanding of 
regional spec i fic ity: only in Hashtnagar and Malakand 
were agri cul tural labor ers to be orga nized sep a rately, 
so that “the oppor tu ni ties wrested from land lords are 
received by agri cul tural laborers and poor peas ants 
rather than rich peas ants.”59

That said, the spec i fic ity of cap i tal ist devel op-
ment was also coconstituted by the log ics of lib er a-
tion: whereas the suc cess of the ten ant move ments in 
the Frontier led to a proto-cap i tal ism “from below,” in 
South Punjab, the move ment, though not suc cess ful, 

led land lords to inten sify cap i tal ism “from above” as 
a deter rent. This called for region ally spe cific and dif-
fer en ti ated polit i cal tac tics, whereby the united front 
would have diff er ent and evolv ing orga ni za tional forms 
in diff er ent areas, all  within a stra te gic unity ori ented 
toward the People’s Democratic Revolution. In essence, 
the debate pointed toward the pos si bil ity not only of 
mul ti ple paths of cap i tal ist devel op ment but also multi-
lineal log ics of lib er a tion—a non-tel e o log i cal and thus 
worldly Marx ism.60

Theories and Theologies of Liberation
The MKP’s engage ment with local cul tures, includ ing 
over ques tions of Islam, also pro vided an open ing to 
imag ine com ple men tary paths toward lib er a tion. The 
party’s engage ment with Islam dem on strates a com mit-
ment to a vernacularized and worldly Marx ism, one that 
took seri ously non-Western ideas and prac tices. While 
cen tral party lead ers made the two ideologies com pat i-
ble in prac tice, local lead ers like Sufi Sibghatullah Maz-
ari, who would even tu ally become the vice pres i dent of 
the MKP’s Punjab branch, equated them in the ory as 
well. He did so through the very strug le and categories 
of anal y sis that the party pop u lar ized. Indeed, unlike 
Pakistan’s other com mu nists, the MKP did not view 
Islam merely as a preformed tool for rul ing class hege-
mony but con ceived of it as a reli gion open to other ide-
ologies, includ ing, implic itly, Marx ism. The liberatory 
nature of Islam, how ever, had to be real ized through 
orga nized class strug le on the ter rain of both polit i cal 
econ omy and ideology.

Though the MKP’s man i festo makes a case for 
Islam’s artic u la tion with social ist pol i tics, as we fur ther 
elab o rate below, much of it is devoted to tack ling the 
heg e monic mis use of Islam by rul ing clas ses:

Pakistan . . .  has a semi-feu dal cul ture. . . .  This inclu-
des all  those fatwa mon gers who use the name of Islam 
to throttle the throats of toiling clas ses, and search for 
jus ti fi ca tions for cap i tal ism and feu dal ism in the name of 
Islam. . . .  They con ceal the pres ence of Amer i can impe-
ri al ism in Asia while condemning wars and strug les of 
national lib er a tion through out the world, and seek to 
turn time back ward and stop the evo lu tion of his tory.61

The party believed that this misused Islam was upheld 
by Amer i can impe ri al ism: “semi-colo nial cul ture and 
semi-feu dal cul ture . . .  have formed a reac tion ary 
cul tural alli ance against Pakistan’s new cul ture, in 
which the for mer plays a lead ing role.”62 For the MKP, 
Marx ism-Lenin ism pro vided a space to cri tique the 
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coconstitution of cap i tal ist-impe ri al ism and heg e monic 
Islam.

This coconstitution was evi dent from the party’s 
prac ti cal engage ment in the coun try side. Religious fig-
ures were not out side of the class sys tem: they could 
be ten ants and land less labor ers depen dent on land-
lords, or they could be the land lords them selves. One 
MKP activ ist in the Frontier explained in an inter view 
that maulvis (or mul lahs, broad terms for reli gious 
lead ers and instruc tors) were the lack eys of the land-
lords because many of them received funds from the 
lat ter. Another said that the party’s rev o lu tion ary land-
to-the-til ler slo gan ini tially faced rid i cule: “We would 
tell peo ple that God didn’t give these lands [to the land-
lords], the English did. We will take it from them . . .  
[But] the maulvis would [cite the Qur’an to defend 
the land lords], ‘wa tu‘izzu man tasha’u wa tudhillu man 
tasha’’—if Allah wishes He will honor some one and if 
not He will dis honor them. . . .  We had fat was of kufr 
[dis be lief ] passed about us.” In some cases, the land-
lord him self was the reli gious fig ure, a phe nom e non 
that appeared to be far more polit i cally con se quen tial 
in South Punjab. There, Makhdoom land lords claimed 
com mon descent from Prophet Muhammad, using this 
gene a log i cal asser tion—the ideology of “Syedism”63—
and their patron age of local Sufi shrines to legit i mize 
their immense land hold ings. Many peas ants even 
“con sider[ed] the Makhdoom along side Allah.”64 Given 
these artic u la tions of Islam with land lord ism in both 
the Frontier and South Punjab, the party had to develop 
its own artic u la tion.

Starting from its man i festo, the party put for ward 
an alter na tive under stand ing of Islam as inher ently 
open to trans for ma tion. One source for that change 
could be class strug le, and the man i festo nar rates 
the fic tional story of a proto-typ i cal Pakistani vil lage 
in which ini tially con ser va tive maulvis come to accept 
and endorse rad i cal social change, believ ing that young 
activ ists are “prac tic ing the sunnat [model] of Muham-
mad (peace be upon him) of Arabia and his com pan-
ions.”65 Moreover, the man i festo stresses Islam’s long 
tra di tion of learn ing from mul ti ple cul tures, cit ing a 
Hadith (say ing of Prophet Muhammad) that states, 
“seek knowl edge even if it is in China.” Those who 
opposed “for eign ideologies and think ing” in the name 
of reli gion, the man i festo declares, actu ally go against 
Islam: “Their phi los o phy and atti tude to life is a rem-
nant of the zamana-e-jahiliat” (“the age of igno rance,” a 
ref er ence to pre-Islamic Arabia). Ultimately, the party’s 
man i festo con ceived of an Islam whose “inquis i tive and 

cre a tive nature” made it ame na ble to the “absorp tion” of 
for eign ideologies, includ ing, implic itly, Marx ism, and 
whose reli gious lead ers could polit i cally realign with 
esca lat ing class strug le.66

One way the party put these ideas into prac tice 
was through “cul tural posi tion ing,” that is, the stra te gic 
deploy ment of “sym bolic resources . . .  for pur poses 
of polit i cal per sua sion.”67 These prac tices must have 
struck renowned Pakistani Trots ky ist Tariq Ali, who dis-
par aged the party at the time for “begin[ning] its pri vate 
and pub lic meet ings with rec i ta tions from the Koran!”68 
Major Ishaq even begins the MKP’s man i festo with 
786, the numer i cal form of the Basmalah, and a quo ta-
tion from the Quran: “Say, ‘Truth has come, and false-
hood has vanished. Truly false hood is ever vanishing’” 
(17:81).69 He goes on to imply that the work ing clas ses 
and the patri otic mid dle clas ses are the army of divine 
Truth (Haq, which as Al Haq is a name for God) engaged 
in “jihad” against the cap i tal ists and land lords, who are 
the army of false hood.70 Party reports doc u ment other 
sim i lar prac tices in pass ing: conducting a jum’at alwida’ 
(Fri day of fare well) for com rades killed in the strug-
gle,71 com mem o rat ing the for ti eth day of the deaths 
of com rades, tak ing breaks to allow peo ple to con duct 
their pray ers, and rais ing “Allah-o-Akbar” chants at 
rallies.72 In one speech in South Punjab, Major Ishaq 
repeated themes from the man i festo, lik en ing the peas-
ant strug le against land lords to Prophet Muhammad’s 
fight against his ene mies: “The peo ple who scare us, and 
who mar tyr us, they are all  Abu Jahal and Abu Lahab 
[the Prophet’s ene mies].”73 But the party’s engage ment 
with Islam went beyond such sub tle cul tural posi tion-
ing as they tried to actively engage and recruit reli gious 
fig ures.

Indeed, as the peas ant move ment exploded and 
came to sat u rate social life in the Frontier and South 
Punjab, the class strug le itself changed the opin ions 
of some maulvis and every day Mus lims, just as the 
man i festo cap tured. In other words, many maulvis 
them selves stood to gain mate ri ally and sym bol i cally 
from join ing the strug le and saw no con tra dic tion 
between Islam and confronting land lords. Inamullah 
Jan explained in an inter view that although his fam ily 
was one of mul lahs, as ten ants they joined the Frontier’s 
peas ant move ment—and were known as the peas ant 
mul lahs. Hidayatullah, a land less laborer from a fam-
ily also asso ci ated with the mul lahs, explained how 
enthu si as tic they were about the MKP’s role in dis-
cour ag ing dis crim i na tion against land less labor ers like 
them selves. Indeed, one of the MKP’s found ers in the 
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Frontier was Maulvi Muhammad Sadiq, a small land-
owner and trained Islamic scholar who con sid ered 
“Islam to be the reli gion of the poor oppressed.”74 The 
MKP bul le tin notes that he strongly refuted the false 
fat was of the right-wing mul lahs, whom he con sid ered 
the agents of cap i tal ists and land lords.75

Several reli gious sup port ers of the MKP, includ-
ing Maulvi Sadiq, drew inspi ra tion from a rev o lu tion-
ary social ist strain of Deobandi Islam, whose ori gins lay 
in the writ ings of Shah Wali-Ullah.76 One of the early 
prop a ga tors of this Deobandi social ism in the Frontier 
was Maulana Abdur Raheem Popalzai, the “Mufti of 
the Frontier,” who led ten ant strug les against land-
lord ism and colo nial ism in the same areas the MKP 
would later orga nize.77 Maulvi Sadiq was inspired by 
Popalzai, as well as his reli gious stud ies in pre-par ti tion 
Delhi, where he was exposed to Deobandi social ism 
and anti-colo nial rev o lu tion ary ideas. In South Punjab, 
Sibghatullah Mazari also took inspi ra tion from major 
figures of Deobandi social ism, espe cially Ubaidullah 
Sindhi, the “Imam of the Revolution,”78 who grew up in 
South Punjab and had many fol low ers there,79 and Mau-
lana Abdul Hamid Khan Bhashani, who, as pres i dent of 
the National Awami Party, was a major influ ence on 
MKP found ers and toured South Punjab as well.80

By aligning them selves with Deobandi social-
ism, Sibghatullah and his cad res were  able to widen 
their move ments. They recruited many mul lahs 
and established insurgent Islamic insti tu tions that 
rivalled the Makhdooms’ Islamic land lord ism. As they 
began their engage ment, one maulvi was reported to 
have said “Your party’s work is good—and the sawab 
[divine bless ing] you will get from this is more than 
from namaz [oblig a tory pray ers].”81 The MKP even 
defended peas ants as they built their own mosques, 
inde pen dent from those patron ized by land lords, 
which the lat ter tried to tear down. Reporting on 
the event, the party’s cir cu lar noted, “The land lord’s 
injus tice has extended from the peas ant’s home to the 
house of God, but those days aren’t far when, with 
the power of God, the peas ant will destroy the land-
lord’s home.”82 The cul mi na tion of these efforts were 
annual mul lah con gre ga tions, held dur ing Eid Milad 
un Nabi cel e bra tions, where, as Alam recalled, mul-
lahs “deliv ered fat was against feu dal ism, quot ing the 
Quran and Hadith. These were peas ant mul lahs, from 
the Ubaidullah Sindhi tra di tion, and over a thou-
sand would come.” These engage ments undermined 
the land lords’ grip on Islam and pointed to the class 
strug le in religion. When one Makhdoom land lord 

demanded that Sibghatullah change his name (which 
lit er ally meant “color of God”) so that the land lord 
could use it for his own grand son, peas ants sided with 
Sibghatullah, insisting that “in our Sufi, ‘the color of 
God’ is pure.”83

Although the MKP engaged with this Deobandi 
social ism as part of its rev o lu tion ary prac tice, it never 
offi cially syn the sized it in its the ory because many of 
its lead ing mem bers were areligious. Nevertheless, the 
party cre ated the space for a plu ral ity of approaches to 
Marx ism, both reli gious and areligious, with out sid ing 
with either. This enabled Sibghatullah, for instance, to 
the o ret i cally bridge Marx ism with Islam. His com rade 
Malik Akbar said in an inter view that “when [Sibghatul-
lah] under stood Mao ist phi los o phy . . .  he became Sufi 
Sibghatullah, a Truth seeker (Haqiqat-pasand).” Con-
tained within this aspi ra tion for Truth, the com rade 
con tin ued, was “a love for human ity, on feel ing their 
pain,” which was equiv a lent to a love for God. But this 
Truth could only be arrived at through understanding 
class soci ety, which caused human pain.

In his script for a play revolv ing around a fic tional 
land lord’s efforts to clear a jun gle for cul ti va tion, Sib-
ghatullah equated theo log i cal and the o ret i cal pov erty.84 
The land lord entices poor pas to ral ists to clear the land 
by prom is ing them land and other mon e tary rewards, 
say ing that, as their pir (spir i tual guide), he cares about 
them. While vil lag ers praise the land lord’s benev o lence 
and gen er os ity, one char ac ter, named “the rev o lu tion-
ary,” insists that the land lord is actu ally deceiv ing them. 
“There is the Quran in [the land lord’s] hand,” he says, 
“but a knife hid den under his arm.” Indeed, the land lord 
refuses to keep his prom ise once the land is reclaimed, 
expel ling the farm ers and replacing them with trac tors 
and a few hired hands. The play con cludes with vil lag-
ers, now aware of the land lord’s decep tion, join ing the 
rev o lu tion and launching a suc cess ful land-to-the-til ler 
move ment. Theory enables the rev o lu tion ary to see past 
the appar ent benev o lence of the land lord to arrive at the 
Truth of class soci ety: exploi ta tion, undergirded by vio-
lence and cov ered up by the mis use of Islam.

However, Sibghatullah also jux ta poses this mis use 
of Islam with the Truth of Islam, one which neces si tated 
overturning this class soci ety. Villagers in the play jus-
tify their land claims in Islamic terms, say ing that “for 
Mus lims, ten ancy is actu ally makruh (an Islamically 
disliked act) or pos si bly for bid den entirely (haram).” 
Right next to the script, Sibghatullah clarifies the vil lag-
ers’ rea son ing and, more gen er ally, discusses his views 
on the rela tion ship between Islam and land. He makes 
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two main, and some what con tra dic tory, argu ments, 
cit ing his con ver sa tions with “peo ple’s imams” (a ref er-
ence to Deobandi social ists). In one set of argu ments, 
Sibghatullah asserts the right of the direct cul ti va tor to 
pos sess land, claiming “[Prophet Muhammad] once said 
that who ever gives life to dead land, that land is theirs.” 
However this sort of argu ment was con ven tion ally used 
by Hanafi schol ars in ref er ence to gentries not til lers, 
and Sibghatullah was rethink ing Hanafi thought to 
favor the lat ter over the for mer.85 Yet later, he goes on to 
chal lenge landed pri vate prop erty entirely, argu ing that 
“most of Pakistan’s land belongs to the pub lic trea sury,” 
echo ing the ambiv a lence of Deobandi social ists like 
Ubaidullah Sindhi and Maulana Bhashani.86 Either way, 
for Sibghatullah, to over turn the class sys tem—either 
by giv ing land back to the til ler or nation al iz ing landed 
prop erty entirely—was to instan ti ate a set of rela tions 
that affirmed Haqiqat, that com bined love for God and 
His reflec tions (human ity). As Malik Akbar put it, “the 
Sufism of Sufi [Sibghatullah]—which was about Truth 
and the love of human ity—ulti mately found its expres-
sion in the class strug le.”

In addi tion to his prose, this imbri ca tion of the ory 
and the ol ogy was also evi dent in Sibghatullah’s prac tice 
at his mechanic repair shop, where he was the teacher 
(ustad) to many appren tices (shagirds). However, he 
expanded the ped a gog i cal pos si bil i ties of the con ven-
tional teacher-stu dent rela tion in a way that resem-
bled the pir-murid rela tion ship of Sufi orders, where 
pirs guide their dis ci ples (murids) on a path toward the 
Truth that is God. While social ist Sufis in neigh bor ing 
Sindh rejected the pir-murid rela tion, see ing it as inher-
ently unequal,87 Sibghatullah repurposed this rela tion 
for rev o lu tion ary social ism. He resem bled Bhashani, 
who required his dis ci ples to affirm a belief in social ism 
(along side God and the Prophet) as part of his bay’ah 
(oath of alle giance).88 Sibghatullah’s stu dents were also 
encour aged, as part of their polit i cal train ing, to com-
pose “rev o lu tion ary essays” and “rev o lu tion ary poems,” 
which were recited at local MKP meet ings, pref ac ing 
their per for mances with rec i ta tions from the Quran.89 
His stu dents would in turn go back to their vil lages to 
teach and orga nize oth ers, establishing over forty peas-
ant com mit tees in the area.90 Ata Muhammad Khalti 
(d. 2005), a peas ant who joined the MKP in 1975 “under 
the lead er ship of Sufi Sibghatullah,” once described his 
train ing by one of Sibghatullah’s dis ci ples: “He trained 
me polit i cally. He was my guide (murshid). He was a 
very faith ful per son. Very truth ful. Being close to him, I 
learnt a lot.”91 Through these prac tices, which com bined 

Islam and rev o lu tion ary social ism, Sibghatullah ulti-
mately affirmed that every thing reflects a deeper Truth 
that is God Himself.

Though the MKP as a whole did not offi cially pur-
sue a theo log i cal and the o ret i cal rec on cil i a tion of Islam 
and Marx ism, Sibghatullah’s own equiv a lence was 
made pos si ble by the very strug le and categories of 
anal y sis that the party pop u lar ized. More broadly, the 
MKP’s engage ment with Islam dem on strates a com mit-
ment to a vernacularized Marx ism, one that took seri-
ously non-Western ideas and prac tices. The liberatory 
nature of Islam had to be real ized through orga nized 
class strug le on the ter rain of both polit i cal econ omy 
and ideology.

An Intersectional Insurgency?
Though the party’s worldly Marx ism led to a sophis ti-
cated engage ment with agrar ian tran si tions and Islam, 
which opened the door for a multilineal and non-Euro-
cen tric Marx ism, it also meant the party did not develop 
a the ory for confronting patriarchy. This was because, 
in the 1970s, the party pri or i tized the con tra dic tions 
between land lords and peas ants, as we discussed above, 
and con se quently wor ried that tack ling gen der head 
on would alien ate male peas ants from the move ment. 
Thus, the party’s very con cern with prac tic ing a worldly 
Marx ism, one ori ented toward build ing a united front 
rooted in local con di tions, also led it, in one con junc-
ture, to deprioritizing gen der. Yet as we show below, the 
pro lif er a tion of women’s activ ism in the 1980s, the con-
tinu ing coconstitution of patri ar chy and land lord ism in 
South Punjab (unlike in Hashtnagar), and iron i cally the 
col lapse of the MKP itself, altered the con junc ture in 
ways that enabled Sibghatullah to con front patri ar chy 
directly. He did so, how ever, by deploying the party’s 
con cepts, thus con tinu ing on the tracks of a worldly 
Marx ism.

Though the party made scattered obser va tions 
about gen dered labor, it did not fully the o rize or orga-
nize around this issue, in part because of its ori en ta tion 
toward build ing a united front against land lords. In 
1972, MKP pres i dent Major Ishaq discussed land lord’s 
exploi ta tion and oppres sion of (basi cally male) ten ants 
in South Punjab but men tioned only in pass ing the gen-
dered divi sion of agri cul tural labor: “It is women who 
exclu sively do the [cot ton] picking.”92 These women 
were likely paid by male ten ants, which would raise 
ques tions about the fair ness of gen dered wages and 
work ing con di tions. But he does not con sider the full 
impli ca tions of these con tra dic tions, prob a bly because 
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if land lords, who paid ten ants in cash, did not pay in a 
full and timely man ner, ten ants would not be  able to pay 
these women work ers. Moreover, many women agri cul-
tural labor ers were also in a direct con tra dic tion with 
land lords, as Sibghatullah noted in 1973: for the past 
three years, “the land lord is nei ther giv ing the share 
due to ten ants, nor pay ing women cash for picking cot-
ton.”93 As a con se quence, the party pri or i tized the con-
tra dic tion between land lords, on one side, and ten ants 
and labor ers on the other, but min i mized the con tra dic-
tions between ten ants and labor ers and thus post poned 
a reck on ing with gen dered agri cul tural labor.

The sub sump tion of the women’s ques tion into 
a gen er al ized united front against land lord ism took a 
slightly diff er ent form in the Frontier. Here, men and 
women, ten ants and labor ers alike, were frus trated by 
the par tic u lar form of patri ar chy under what they called 
khanism, that is, the petty sov er eignty of the land lords. 
In addi tion to their role in agri cul tural pro duc tion and 
domes tic labor, women were obli gated to do the land-
lord’s begar, thus fac ing not a dou ble but a tri ple bur den. 
“They would work in the home, work in the fields, and 
work for the land lord,” a male ten ant noted in an inter-
view. Begar was also gen der-spe cific: “They would clean 
the wheat crop, or clean the rooms of the land lord’s bun-
ga low.” Landlords spe cifi  cally required female labor for 
these tasks because they observed pur dah—that is, they 
didn’t want women of their own house hold to inter act 
with unre lated men, an impor tant marker of honor—
but in doing so, they vio lated the pur dah of their ten ants 
and labor ers. Begar was frus trat ing for men, because it 
prevented them from allo cat ing not only their own labor 
but also that of women in their house holds, cut ting 
through ques tions of pur dah and honor.

Landlords also over saw, if only nom i nally, the mar-
riage exchange of women among ten ants and labor ers 
and thus asserted their author ity over repro duc tion. 
They required ten ants to alert them upon wed dings and 
pay a tax. As Charles Lindholm has noted for nearby 
Swat, land lords levied this mar riage tax “as a surety 
against the [land lord] tak ing the girl for him self.”94 
Landlords, he fur ther noted, fre quently took “poor girls 
as their mistresses.” While we do not have evi dence of 
this sex ual abuse hap pen ing in Hashtnagar, the com-
par i son with Swat is indic a tive of how degrading such 
tax a tion could be. It’s also pos si ble that land lords pre-
sided over the prac tice of swara—also known as wata-
sata in South Punjab—where jirgas (coun cils) decide to 
exchange women in place of blood money after a mur-
der.95 Landlords thus not only con trib uted to the tri ple 

labor bur den of women, but also reg u lated the con trol 
of repro duc tion more gen er ally by restricting depen-
dent males’ con trol of women’s bod ies and labor. Thus, 
men and women, ten ants and labor ers alike, were frus-
trated by patri ar chy under khanism.

When the peas ant move ment suc cess fully ended 
begar, stopped evic tions, with held rent, and more gen-
er ally undermined the petty sov er eignty of land lords, 
the party rec og nized that the “peas ant move ment has 
had a pretty good effect on women,” albeit with lim i ta-
tions. Many women also sub scribed to the nor ma tive 
Pakhtun ideal of pur dah and were pleased that their 
upward mobil ity allowed them to replace their own field 
labor with hired hands. For oth ers who did not expe ri-
ence the same level of pros per ity, at least they were 
freed from the land lord’s begar. However, the party also 
rec og nized impor tant lim i ta tions:

Aside from the feu dal land lords, peas ant pro pri e tors and 
rich peas ants of the Frontier, all  the women of peas ant 
house holds take equal part in work and labor with their 
men, but their prob lems are greater than those of men. 
Often a peas ant marries solely with the inten tion that he 
not only receives a free agri cul tural laborer who can pro-
duce more hands and arms for him, but through her can 
also get com fort.96

In other words, the party rec og nized that ten ants had 
their own form of patri ar chy that, in effect, treated 
women as unpaid agri cul tural, domes tic, and sex ual 
labor. This real i za tion could have opened up the pos si-
bil ity for a more inter sec tional anal y sis, one that explic-
itly rec og nized that ten ant and laborer males’ frus tra-
tions with patri ar chy under khanism had much to do 
with the fact that it was not their patri ar chy.

However, the party did not pur sue such an inter-
sec tional approach in its anal y sis: while the MKP rec og-
nized how the move ment’s suc cess could lead to class 
polar i za tion and cap i tal ism “from below,” it did not 
con sider the gen dered impli ca tions of these pro cesses. 
First, de facto land reform allo cated no spe cific land 
rights to women, and even those who had lost their hus-
bands in bat tles had not received any thing. This meant 
that women would con tinue to be depen dent on men 
for income and sta tus. Second, as ten ants now held 
onto their sur plus and some could increas ingly afford 
to replace women’s field labor with male hired labor, 
women’s labor out side the home became less socially 
accept able. As one male ten ant noted in an inter view, 
“[women’s farm labor] wasn’t even con sid ered inap pro-
pri ate back then because every one in the vil lage had 
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their women out work ing with them. Nowadays, peo-
ple con sider it some what inap pro pri ate.” Although only 
some house holds could afford to replace women’s labor 
with male hired hands, the moral ity of the richer ones 
came to pre dom i nate. In essence, the moral ity once 
pre sided over by land lords—a moral ity that hinged on 
the reg u la tion of women’s bod ies and the pro tec tion 
of honor—increas ingly came to be adju di cated and 
exem pli fied by richer peas ants. In Hashtnagar, richer 
peas ants now pre sided over prac tices like swara (the 
exchange of women in place of blood money) instead 
of land lords. Thus, worldly Marx ism’s achieve ments in 
this con junc ture led, not to the weak en ing of patri ar-
chy, but its rearticulation into a peas ant patri ar chy.97

Although the party did acknowl edge that it had not 
raised “the class and polit i cal con scious ness” of women 
in any sig nifi  cant way, it exte ri or ized the rea sons for its 
fail ure to peas ant cul ture and did not fully reckon with 
its own mem bers’ patri ar chy: “[Women] con tinue to 
take an indi rect part in the strug le, but until now the 
party has not been  able to orga nize them. Due to the  
par tic u lar social con di tions in the Frontier, due to  
the cul tural underdevelopment of the peas ants, and due 
to the lack of women activ ists to do this work amongst 
women, this task has not yet been achieved.”98 Further, 
implicit in the party’s view was a worry that, if it placed 
too much empha sis on women’s issues, male peas ants 
would stop supporting the party. Indeed, it might even 
pro voke open antagonization, which, as we’ll see, Sib-
ghatullah later faced in South Punjab. However, the 
fact that, in the quo ta tion above, the party char ac ter-
ized women’s role in the move ment as “indi rect,” even 
though scattered reports point to the cen tral ity of their 
con tri bu tions,99 hints at the prev a lence of patri ar chy 
among its own lead er ship.

This patri ar chy also stifled women in the MKP who 
were actively try ing to develop a the o ret i cal and prac-
ti cal approach to women’s lib er a tion. As early as 1970, 
the party’s news pa per Sanobar published an arti cle by 
Kaneez Rasheed that ana lyzed the coconstitution of 
gen der and class, argu ing that women’s labor is cru cial 
to both pro duc tion and repro duc tion and is exploited by 
both land lords and hus bands. She stressed the impos si-
bil ity of rev o lu tion with out women’s lib er a tion.100 She 
also crit i cized work ing class men for treating women 
like pri vate prop erty and pre vent ing their par tic i pa tion 
in polit i cal work. However, the MKP did not take up this 
cri tique and in 1977, female leader Shamim Akhtar ech-
oed Rasheed in crit i ciz ing male com rades for con trol-
ling women’s mobil ity and pre vent ing polit i cal work: 

“No doubt, in our absence, you are trou bled: you don’t 
get your food on time, or peo ple ques tion you as to 
where your wife goes every day. So, com rades, we say 
that if you also want to destroy the oppres sive, vio lent 
and exploit ative sys tem in our coun try, then you have 
to destroy your feu dal think ing.”101 That is, she pointed 
to how male com rades (hus bands) prac ticed patri ar chy 
to guar an tee their social repro duc tion (e.g., food) and 
uphold their notions of honor. She also crit i cized the 
party itself for not doing more to push men in the cor-
rect direc tion. Damningly, she writes, “The party edu-
cates its activ ists concerning work ing amongst work ers 
and peas ants . . .  but has not till today even writ ten a 
sin gle word concerning women.” Indeed, Amina Zaman, 
another female MKP leader, elab o rated in an inter view 
that although MKP pres i dent Major Ishaq encour aged 
her to form a women’s wing, male party lead ers did not 
focus on train ing, strat e giz ing, or fol low-up. Although 
she and other women did orga nize ini tial dis cus sion 
groups on women’s prob lems, these were restricted to 
the wives and daugh ters of edu cated fam i lies and did 
not reach the grass roots. Rasheed, Akhtar, and Zaman 
drew atten tion to how the patri ar chy of male lead ers 
led to the move ment’s the o ret i cal and prac ti cal pov erty 
on the gen der ques tion. The party’s frag men ta tion in 
1977 prevented any fur ther pos si ble devel op ment along 
these lines.

That said, Sibghatullah confronted patri ar chy at 
the grass roots years later by tack ling its coconstitution 
with land lord ism. In 1991, he founded the Anjuman Banu 
Mazari, a clan-based orga ni za tion whose most sig nifi -
cant cam paign cen tered on oppres sive gen der rela tions. 
His deci sion to cre ate this orga ni za tion was shaped by 
the honor kill ing of his first wife by his brother, the 
wider pro lif er a tion of women’s activ ism in Pakistan in 
the 1980s,102 and, iron i cally, the very fail ure of the 1970s 
land-to-the-til ler move ment in South Punjab. That is, 
in the region’s tribal pol i tics, patri ar chal con trol not 
only sub ju gated women, but also, unlike in Hashtnagar, 
remained coconstitutive of land lord power, which in 
turn sub or di nated all  tribal mem bers, men and women 
alike. Land and women (zameen and zan) were cen tral 
to most tribal dis putes in South Punjab because, not 
unlike the Frontier, these were con sid ered con sti tu tive 
of a tribe’s integ rity and honor, and could be sub ject to 
vio la tions by oth ers. Women’s sex u al ity was one site 
of poten tial trans gres sion, whereby any extra mar i tal 
sex led to women being labelled kali (dishonored) and 
punished through mur der, being sold into slav ery, or 
being exchanged (wata-sata), all  in accor dance with the 
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kali qanun (honor codes). The kali qanun were adju di-
cated through a jirga, headed by land lords who are also 
chiefs of the tribes and who legit i mized the appli ca tion 
of these codes through Islam. To con front these codes, 
as Sibghatullah would do, was, in effect, to chal lenge 
land lord author ity.

Anjuman Banu Mazari bore traces of Sibghatullah’s 
ear lier expe ri ence with the MKP. The orga ni za tion was 
not meant to be a paro chial clan-cen tered orga ni za tion, 
but drew on com mu nist con cepts, aiming to form a 
“united front” with other tribes to improve the con di-
tions of all  through social inves ti ga tion or “cen sus[es],” 
“crit i cism and self-crit i cism,” and dem o cratic cen tral-
ism.103 “He gave tribal pol i tics a rev o lu tion ary direc-
tion,” his com rade Malik Akbar said in an inter view. 
“The lan guage may have shifted, but at heart he was still 
a com mu nist. By mak ing this orga ni za tion, Sibghatul-
lah was ulti mately still chal leng ing tribal chiefs.”

However, Sibghatullah’s cri tique of the kali qanun 
was also driven by a broader com mit ment to Truth, 
which meant confronting the code’s use any where, 
includ ing among his own fel low peas ants. He con-
demned how “under the cover of the kali qanun” men 
com mit ted all  sorts of vio lence against women: from 
mur der ing disliked wives in order to marry again, 
to punishing dis obe di ent daugh ters.104 He also con-
demned the fact that women did not even “have a right 
to pro vide expla na tion or have an inves ti ga tion con-
ducted,” and argued that these prac tices have a place 
nei ther “in democ racy nor in Islam,” but belonged 
instead to the “zamana-e-jahiliat” (age of igno rance). In 
oppos ing these honor codes, and thereby chal leng ing 
both landed author ity and patri ar chy, Sibghatullah ulti-
mately aimed to restore Truth.

By chal leng ing patri ar chy in the coun try side, Sib-
ghatullah did some thing the MKP’s male lead ers feared 
to do. In fact, one for mer MKP leader con tin ued to 
advise Sibghatullah not to con front this issue, for the 
con se quences, he warned, could be severe. Indeed, Sib-
ghatullah ended up pay ing for this cam paign against 
the kali qanun with his own life. In 2000, after defend-
ing a woman whose hus band accused her of being kali, 
Sibghatullah was hacked to death in broad day light 
out side his home. Tribal chiefs were widely believed to 
be behind the mur der, as they wor ried that his con fron-
ta tion with patri ar chy would chal lenge their tribal and 
landed author ity.

Ultimately, while the MKP rec og nized gen dered 
labor and its women lead ers sup plied the o ret i cal 
resources to con front patri ar chy, the party as a whole 

did not take up this issue in the 1970s because it wanted 
to main tain (male) worker-peas ant unity and because of 
its own inter nal patri ar chy. However, this rec og ni tion 
and these resources did shape lead ers like Sibghatullah, 
who later confronted patri ar chy because he understood 
that it coconstituted and reproduced landed power. 
Thus, the party’s over all approach to gen der exposed 
the con tra dic tions of its worldly Marx ism: in one con-
junc ture, it was led to side line gen der; in another, a 
Marx ism under stood as always-in-the-mak ing enabled 
an inter sec tional insur gency.

Conclusion
In this arti cle, we showed how the MKP’s prac tice of 
Marx ism in the periph ery pro duced a worldly Marx-
ism, that is, a the ory that is inher ently open to the pos-
si bil ity of its own retheorization: a Marx ism always-
in-the-mak ing. Specifically, our study shows that the 
encoun ter of Marx ist the ory with ques tions of agrar-
ian tran si tion, reli gion, and gen der in Pakistan led to 
open ings for a multilineal, vernacularized, and inter-
sec tional Marx ism—a worldly Marx ism.

The party arrived at a multilineal Marx ism because 
of its own prac ti cal inter ven tions in the con junc ture, 
which changed the bal ance of forces and neces si tated 
a cri tique and renewal of their pre vi ous categories of 
anal y sis. Specifically, as the party suc cess fully defeated 
land lord ism in the Frontier and saw the exac er ba tion 
of con tra dic tions within the peas antry, its mem bers 
grap pled with the nature of the rev o lu tion they were 
pur su ing. As the party drew com par i sons with South 
Punjab and engaged with glob ally cir cu lat ing the o ret-
i cal debates on agrar ian tran si tion, it was pro pelled to 
renew its Marx ism to make it more atten tive to regional 
specificities, multilineal paths of cap i tal ist devel op-
ment, and multilineal log ics of lib er a tion.

Moreover, the party’s inter ven tion in the con junc-
ture meant engag ing in the cul tural field, which raised 
epis te mo log i cal ques tions about Marx ism’s rela tion-
ship to other ideologies. The party contested the elite 
mobi li za tion of Islam by rearticulating the reli gion 
with rev o lu tion ary social ism. While the MKP’s cen tral 
lead ers forged a prac ti cal com pat i bil ity of Islam and 
Marx ism through the use of Islamic idi oms and the 
recruit ment of reli gious lead ers, local activ ists like Sib-
ghatullah aimed for a the o ret i cal equiv a lence. In pur-
su ing such artic u la tions, the party not only reimagined 
the bound aries and polit i cal pos si bil i ties of Islam, but 
also show cased how Marx ism could engage with non-
Western ideologies and prac tices.
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However, the party’s worldly Marx ism failed to pur-
sue cer tain pos si bil i ties: the bal ance of forces betwe en 
contesting ideologies and mate rial inter ests shaped 
which con cepts became sub ject to the o ri za tion and 
retheorization in cer tain con junc tures. Because of patri-
ar chy within and out side its own ranks, the party largely 
avoided confronting ine gal i tar ian gen der rela tions. This 
was despite the fact that women lead ers began the o riz-
ing the coconstitution of class and gen der, crit i ciz ing 
the chau vin ism of male mem bers, and insisting that 
rev o lu tion was impos si ble with out women’s lib er a tion. 
What this sug ests is that the avail abil ity of the o ret i cal 
resources is not suffi  cient for them to be taken up for 
fur ther devel op ment and prac tice. As women’s activ-
ism in Pakistan became more salient in the 1980s, and 
as land lord ism remained coconstituted by patri ar chy, a 
new con junc ture enabled Sibghatullah to the o rize and 
con front patri ar chy in the coun try’s periph er ies. Ulti-
mately, worldly Marx ism is not an auton o mous the o ret-
i cal space but is shaped by the encoun ter between the 
forces of the con junc ture and the agency of the the o rists.

Despite the MKP’s con tra dic tions, the con junc-
tures in which its party activ ists orga nized did ener gize 
them to treat Marx ism in an unbounded way, whose 
core remained that of assem bling the o ret i cal and prac-
ti cal resources for sub al tern eman ci pa tion. What the 
party’s prac tice implies is that a diff er ent con junc ture, 
like that of today, would neces si tate another retheoriza-
tion of Marx ism. Further, worldly Marx ism also invites 
a rethink ing of rev o lu tion itself. For if we under stand 
rev o lu tion to be another con junc ture, one with its own 
polit i cal prob lems, strug les, and con tra dic tions, then 
its arrival would mean not uto pia but another point 
of depar ture neces si tat ing, yet again, a renewal of 
Marx ism.
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