
Armed with nuclear weapons, home to al-Qaeda, and heavily infested with 
a growing mass of domestic radical Islamists, Pakistan has been famously 
called the ‘most dangerous place on earth’. At the root of the country’s prob-
lems is a feudal political establishment primarily interested in promoting and 
preserving its own narrow class interests and unable or unwilling to seriously 
address the myriad threats the country faces. Unless and until this dynamic 
changes, Pakistan cannot be counted on to help the United States in its strug-
gle against the Taliban or even to stop the spread of radical Islam within its 
own borders. Unfortunately, there is nothing in the nature of Pakistani politi-
cal culture, nor in the performance of the Pakistani political class since the 
founding of the state, that provides any grounds for optimism.  

Pakistan’s political feudalism
Although Pakistan is often characterised as a failing state, the reality is much 
more complex. Despite frequent changes of government and periodic bouts 
of military rule, the country’s political system is actually highly predictable 
and surprisingly resilient. Pakistan is run by two groups of political actors, a 
civilian aristocracy consisting of wealthy agricultural landowners and their 
industrial counterparts, and the Army. The civilian elites have arrayed them-
selves into political parties built around prominent families, individuals or 
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institutions. The Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) is associated with the Bhutto 
family, the Pakistan Muslim League (Nawaz) (PML(N)) with Nawaz Sharif, 
and the Pakistan Muslim League (Quaid-i-Azam) (PML(Q)) with influential 
supporters of the Army. These parties function predominately as patron-
age networks, using political power to distribute favours and resources to 
members of the network. This is a manifestation at the political level of an 
underlying feudal culture centred on agricultural landowners that has dom-
inated the region for generations.1 Although the term ‘feudal’ is popularly 
used in Pakistan to refer to the landed aristocracy, industrial magnates such 
as Nawaz Sharif and his PML(Q) rivals, the Chaudhrys of Gujrat, have fully 
internalised the feudal way of doing business. The highly contentious and 
sometimes violent nature of Pakistani politics does not reflect deep-seated 
differences of approach on policy issues, but rather a struggle between 
competing networks for the right to control state resources. Although each 
party possesses a committed core of followers, changes in party affiliation 
are quite common as individual politicians, political families and political 
alliances seek to enhance their prospects by recalibrating their loyalties.

Despite the combativeness of Pakistani politics, there is very little dif-
ference in how Pakistan is governed regardless of the party in power. This 
is because all the major parties share a desire to preserve the prerogatives 
of the agricultural and industrial elites. In terms of economic policy, this 
means, first and foremost, avoiding the payment of income taxes. The 
Pakistani government is chronically in debt, not simply or even primarily 
because it spends such a high percentage of government revenue on the 
Army, but because so little of what the country earns is taxed. Not only 
is there no tax on agricultural income, only 1% of Pakistan’s population 
pays any income tax at all.2 Pressed to defend this policy, the agricultural 
elites argue that the burden of taxation would fall most harshly on small 
landowners, who should be spared. On the other hand, placing the burden 
on large agricultural holdings would be unfair. The consequences of this 
class-driven selfishness are clear for all to see. It is not simply that Pakistan 
spends so little on education that many families feel obliged to send their 
sons to religious madrassas. Pakistan cannot come close to balancing its 
budget even though it massively underfunds the social sector.



The Unravelling of Pakistan  |  31   

Although often regarded as a class apart, the Army functions in many 
ways like just another political party, keen to preserve its own preroga-
tives. It sees itself, and is seen by other Pakistanis, as the primary defender 
of national sovereignty and the ultimate guarantor of domestic stability. 
On the international stage, its class interests have been promoted by its  
decades-old portrayal of India as a dangerously implac-
able foe bent on undermining the Pakistani state. While 
many Pakistanis sincerely believe this, the Army self- 
consciously uses this threat to justify the disproportion-
ate share of national resources devoted to the military. 
On the domestic front, the Army sees itself as the ultimate 
power broker between the political parties. On several 
occasions it has acted behind the scenes to remove the 
party in power once the latter was judged to have become 
too unpopular. It has also felt obliged to seize power 
directly on occasion, flattering itself that it could do a better job of running 
the country than the squabbling political elites. Unlike most military organi-
sations, it also owns and manages a large agricultural and industrial empire 
which, like any feudal landlord, it feels bound to protect.

Pakistani governments begin by promising much but end by delivering 
very little. Since they are not prepared to raise taxes or significantly reduce 
military spending, much of their time is taken up with the distribution of 
patronage. This serves to undercut their public support as they are perceived 
as doing little more than feathering their own nests. After a year or two of 
living beyond its means, the government is confronted with a mounting 
balance-of-payments crisis. At this point, criticism from the political oppo-
sition, which sometimes turns violent, rises to a fever pitch amid growing 
public clamour for change. This provides both the setting and pretext for 
Army intervention. The Eighth Amendment to the Pakistani constitution, 
passed in 1985 during the presidency of Zia ul-Haq, gave the president of 
Pakistan, rather than the prime minister, the power to dissolve the National 
Assembly. During the 1990s, the Army conspired with incumbent presi-
dents to remove three successive governments. The party in opposition, 
which inevitably won the ensuing election, would then use its own brief 
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political honeymoon to approach the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
for a bailout, helping it steer past the crisis of the moment and setting the 
stage for the cycle to repeat. 

Successive governments could seek periodic financial bailouts with less 
than onerous terms secure in the knowledge that international financial 
institutions, backed by the United States and other Western governments, 
were not prepared to risk the consequences of a Pakistani financial collapse. 
As a result, neither the civilian political elites nor the Army have felt any real 
incentive to institute fundamental change. Muddling through became the 
watchword of Pakistani governance. The Eighth Amendment, meanwhile, 
functioned as a safety valve, permitting the political system to let off steam 
while ensuring that each of the major parties was able to take its turn at the 
patronage feeding trough. When Nawaz Sharif disrupted this pattern by 
abolishing the Eighth Amendment in 1997 during his second turn as prime 
minister, he removed this safety valve, leaving the Army with little choice 
but to live with his incompetent, increasingly despotic government or seize 
power. Faced with sudden dismissal, General Pervez Musharraf chose the 
latter option and, with no Army to look over his shoulder, managed to stay 
in power far longer than any civilian politician. Although Musharraf took 
over amid high expectations that he, with the Army, would at long last set 
things right, he did nothing of the sort, governing much like the civilians 
who preceded him. In the end, the cumulative impact of almost a decade of 
treading water finally did him in.

With civilians once again in control of Pakistan, the pattern of the 1990s 
bids fair to repeat itself. Trench warfare between parties is well underway 
with the Army watching in the wings, and sometimes manipulating events, 
as it recently did in forcing President Asif Ali Zardari to abandon his efforts 
to wrest control of the Punjab from the Sharifs. Yet even though nothing 
much ever gets done, and despite the fact that Pakistani political culture 
works primarily to serve the interests of the few, ordinary Pakistanis hardly 
seem to mind. Generally moderate in their religious beliefs and largely 
apolitical, they rarely take to the streets, nor do they plot to overthrow the 
government. To the extent they take account of government at all, they vote 
for one of the mainstream political parties. They do so because Pakistani 
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politics is itself simply a manifestation at the political level of underly-
ing feudal patterns to which they have been acculturated for generations. 
This is why the secular political parties have always done so much better 
at the polls than their religious counterparts. They offer patronage to all 
who would vote for them, even if this only means the promise of help in 
paying an overdue electricity bill. The religious parties have never learned 
to play this game and have suffered at the ballot box as a result. While the 
lawyers’ movement that helped unseat Musharraf may represent the first 
stirrings of a civil society that could in time challenge the system, traditional 
feudal culture still predominates – indeed, stands unchallenged – in much 
of Pakistan, providing the Pakistani political system with a resilience that 
seems to belie its reputation as a failing state. 

Enter the Islamists
Yet for all this resilience, Pakistan faces a threat to its very existence that its 
self-absorbed political culture is singularly ill equipped to resist. Over the 
past two decades the forces of radical Islam have constituted a rising tide 
that now threatens to wash over a Pakistani ruling establishment that has 
been content to simply muddle through for far too long. Religious parties 
may not do well at the ballot box, but the religious question has been at the 
forefront of political debate about what kind of country Pakistan should be 
ever since its founding as a homeland for South Asian Muslims. Even the 
secular socialist Zulfikar Ali Bhutto felt constrained to adopt parts of the 
Islamist social and political agenda during his premiership. It was Bhutto, 
for example, not Zia, who outlawed the consumption of alcohol. But Zia 
was the first Pakistani leader to actually ally himself with Islamic forces. 
His efforts to encourage the establishment of madrassas as an alternative to 
public schools tried to make a virtue out of a necessity, but it also provided 
what began as a small group of radical Islamic mullahs with a vehicle for 
converting tens of thousands of young Pakistanis to their cause. 

It was the mujahadeen struggle against the Soviet occupation of 
Afghanistan, directed by Pakistan and financed by the United States, that 
provided radical Islam with its first real foothold in Pakistan. Zia and 
his generals saw how a relatively small group of religiously motivated 
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irregulars could fight a superpower to a standstill. Once the Soviets were 
persuaded to leave, the Army saw advantage in continuing to make use 
of the thousands of former madrassa students who had joined the fight 
in Afghanistan. Kashmir was the first flashpoint, where the beleaguered 
Muslim majority had just risen in a South Asian intifada against Indian rule. 
Believing they could undermine Indian control on the cheap, the Pakistanis 
began funnelling volunteers, many of whom were graduates of the anti-

Soviet jihad, into the Kashmir valley. Although the brunt 
of the intifada was borne by native Kashmiris, they were 
joined by foot soldiers from Pakistan-based groups such 
as Harakat-ul-Mujahedin (HUM), its successor organisa-
tion, Jaysh-e-Mohammad (JeM), and Lashkar-e-Tayiba 
(LeT). HUM attracted much of its membership from 
the Pashtun tribes straddling the Durand Line between 
Afghanistan and Pakistan, which had constituted the core 
of the Afghan mujahadeen, but JeM and LeT were based 
in the Punjab heartland, drawing most of their recruits 
from the Seraiki belt in the southern part of the province. 
Their jihadist message, leavened with sectarian hatred for 

the minority Shia community, proved a potent brew for disaffected young 
Sunnis living in an area dominated by Shia landlords. 

In Afghanistan, meanwhile, the Pakistanis, eager to produce a friendly 
government in historically unfriendly Kabul, found themselves drawn into 
the civil war that followed the Soviet departure. After several years of stale-
mate between competing factions, Benazir Bhutto’s government threw its 
support behind a dynamic group of young Afghan religious zealots; many of 
the group’s leaders had studied in Pakistani madrassas while exiled during 
the Soviet occupation. With Pakistani financial, material and military support 
these Taliban fighters, under the leadership of Mullah Mohammad Omar, 
took Kabul and quickly became the predominant power in Afghanistan. For 
many years the Army flattered itself that it could control these groups via its 
Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) wing, ignoring the warning signs that had 
already begun to appear. Awash in weaponry left over from the anti-Soviet 
jihad, parts of Pakistan’s North-West Frontier Province (NWFP) began to take 
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on the trappings of the Wild West. Graduates of the many radical madrassas 
in the area began to agitate for the imposition of sharia law. There were 
periodic attacks against purveyors of Western culture, such as video shops 
and movie theatres. The Punjab, meanwhile, experienced sporadic episodes 
of sectarian violence, perpetrated primarily against Shi’ites by radical Sunni 
groups such as the Sipah-i-Sihaba, whose members were drawn from the 
same milieu as the Kashmir-focused jihadist groups.

The first undeniable signs that the Army did not have control over its 
supposed clients came in Afghanistan in the wake of the al-Qaeda bombings 
of two US embassies in East Africa in August 1998. Washington retaliated 
with a cruise-missile attack that targeted suspected al-Qaeda training 
camps in Khost province, but the primary victims of the attack turned out 
to be Pakistani members of HUM. After Khost, the United States intensi-
fied efforts to get Islamabad to pressure its Taliban allies to expel al-Qaeda 
founder Osama bin Laden from Afghanistan. Pakistan’s efforts were soundly 
rebuffed by Mullah Omar, who told the Pakistanis to mind their own busi-
ness. At about the same time, Kashmir-focused groups such as LeT and JeM 
began to display a readiness to carry out brazen, highly provocative attacks 
against Indian targets that were almost certainly not sanctioned by their ISI 
taskmasters. This predilection culminated in the December 2001 assault on 
the Indian parliament and the May 2002 massacre of Indian Army depend-
ents in Jammu, events which brought India and Pakistan to the brink of 
war.  

America, al-Qaeda and the Pakistani Taliban

This trend was greatly amplified by the events that followed the attacks 
of 11 September 2001. Faced with what was perceived as a US ultimatum 
to cooperate or face severe consequences, Musharraf took the path of least 
resistance. He attempted to buy off Washington by helping to track down 
al-Qaeda operatives in Pakistan, but turned a blind eye to the thousands 
of defeated Taliban who, along with remnants of al-Qaeda, were stream-
ing into the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) and Baluchistan 
in the hopes of finding safe haven. Many of these Taliban members were 
not Afghans, but Pashtuns from the lightly governed FATA and neighbour-
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ing NWFP, who had studied at local madrassas and made their way across 
the Durand Line to join their Afghan brethren. Back on their home turf, 
they began to form their own Pakistani Taliban cells under the leadership 
of local mullahs such as Baitullah Mehsud of South Waziristan and Fakir 
Mohammed of Bajaur. It was these Pakistani Taliban the Army encoun-
tered when, under US urging, it finally moved into FATA to show the flag. 
Unhappy at this encroachment into the tribal areas, which traditionally, and 
by mutual consent, had been off limits to the regular Pakistan Army, local 
Taliban began to ambush and bloody the thoroughly unprepared Pakistani 
forces.3 

These early attacks established the pattern for all that has ensued. The 
Pakistani Taliban, emboldened by their success, proceeded to seize more 
and more territory throughout FATA, eventually expanding their reach into 
the NWFP, most notably into the popular tourist area of Swat, where a local 
sectarian group, the Tehreek-e-Nafaz-e-Shariat-e-Mohammadi (TNSM), had 
been trying to institute sharia law since the mid 1990s. Although Pakistan 
Army attempts to dislodge them were a palpable failure, the Pakistani 
Taliban decided to mount a terror campaign in the heartlands of Punjab and 
Sindh to put pressure on Pakistani forces to leave altogether. In so doing, 
they took a page from the playbook of their al-Qaeda confederates, whom 
they have protected, and with whom they have collaborated, ever since 
bin Laden and his organisation fled from Afghanistan in the fighting that 
followed 11 September. This produced a series of spectacular and bloody 
attacks, culminating in the assassination of Benazir Bhutto and the bombing 
of the Marriott Hotel in Islamabad. 

At the same time this mayhem was transpiring, the Pakistani authorities 
appear to have entered into a very different relationship with the Afghan 
Taliban, who were also encamped in parts of FATA and Baluchistan. There 
is ample evidence that Afghan Taliban chief Mullah Omar and his leader-
ship council are based in or near the Baluchistan capital of Quetta, if not 
with the complicity then at least with the forbearance of ISI. One of the most 
important Afghan Taliban groups, the Haqqani network, has its main base 
of operations in North Waziristan.4 Not only has the Pakistan Army left 
the base alone, US authorities apparently have evidence, leaked to the New 
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York Times, that ISI conspired with Haqqani operatives to bomb the Indian 
Embassy in Kabul last July.5 

Pakistani motives in continuing to work with the Afghan Taliban are 
not difficult to discern. In the aftermath of 11 September, India moved into 
Afghanistan in a big way. In addition to its embassy in Kabul, New Delhi 
maintains four consulates in the country, more than it has anywhere else 
in the world save the United States. Not known as a donor country, India 
has pledged more than one billion dollars in aid to the Kabul regime, more 
than any other non-Western nation. Thousands of Indian aid workers are 
engaged in carrying out a variety of development projects throughout 
Afghanistan. The Pakistanis do not believe the Indians are doing this out 
of the goodness of their hearts but rather to seek strategic advantage over 
Pakistan.6 Since a Taliban defeat would precipitate a US departure from the 
region and the likely emergence of India as the strongest outside power in 
what seems certain to remain a fragile Afghan state, Pakistan perceives a 
powerful interest in seeing that the Afghan Taliban is not defeated. 

To keep the Americans at bay, Pakistan has cooperated with Washington 
in its fight against al-Qaeda while targeting at least some Taliban forces in the 
tribal areas. It just so happens that these Taliban forces are primarily of the 
Pakistani variety, engaged in their own struggle with Islamabad for control 
of FATA and the NWFP. Since taking on these insurgents enables Pakistani 
authorities to argue they are trying to be tough with the Taliban, they manage 
to turn a necessity into a virtue. This does not mean the Pakistan Army has 
never engaged the Afghan Taliban in combat. The fact that the Afghan and 
Pakistani Taliban sometimes cooperate with each other in the field probably 
makes this inevitable. But the Pakistanis have a high tolerance for ambiguity 
and are quite prepared to play both sides of the street with the United States 
and the Taliban. ‘To hunt with the hound and run with the hare’ is one of the 
most popular and telling of Pakistani aphorisms.

Kashmir, peace talks and Mumbai

Pakistan has been no less devious in handling Kashmir-focused groups such 
as LeT and JeM. Although they were formally banned under US pressure 
following the attack against the Indian parliament, and a few leaders tempo-
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rarily placed under house arrest, these groups were soon allowed to resume 
their previous activities under different names. The only really significant 
policy change involving these groups came a little less than two years later, 
when President Musharraf, perhaps as a palliative to increasing US unhap-
piness over the desultory Pakistani performance in the tribal areas, decided 
to pursue peace talks with India over Kashmir. In a matter of months, the 
guns across the Line of Control fell silent, the Pakistan Army stopped assist-
ing jihadist groups to infiltrate Kashmir, and India and Pakistan agreed to 
begin formal talks. 

Significantly, however, Pakistan made no effort to dismantle jihadist 
training camps in Azad Kashmir and elsewhere. A year after peace negotia-
tions began a senior Pakistani with close ties to the Army told me the camps 
were being maintained as an insurance policy against the failure of the 
process. While this may have provided all the reason Pakistani authorities 
needed to keep the camps in business, they also feared the consequences of 
trying to move against the groups involved. Almost a decade ago, a senior 
civilian adviser to Musharraf told me that even if the government wanted 
to move against them, they would be reluctant to do so because they feared 
the country would degenerate into another Algeria. To complicate matters 
further, the most important of the groups, LeT, had managed to become 
widely popular for its charitable works, including relief efforts during the 
2005 Azad Kashmir earthquake that put the government’s performance to 
shame. After five years of waiting in the wings for peace negotiations to run 
their course, LeT became sufficiently restless that it decided to take matters 
into its own hands.7 Its brazen attack on Mumbai in November 2008 not only 
demonstrated unhappiness at years of forced inactivity but growing col-
laboration with the Pakistani Taliban and al-Qaeda, the two groups with the 
most to gain from heightened confrontation between Pakistan and India.

Misplaced blame and deals with the devil
Pakistan has reacted to this unhappy confluence of events with denial. 
Pakistan’s political class blames the United States for having driven the 
Taliban onto their soil and for the terrorist campaign launched by the 
Pakistani Taliban in response to Pakistani efforts to cooperate with its 
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US ally in the tribal areas. While Washington has plenty to answer for in 
Afghanistan and elsewhere, Pakistanis conveniently overlook the fact 
that it was their support for the Taliban, and the subsequent decision by 
these supposed Pakistani clients to ally themselves with Osama bin Laden, 
that generated the problem in the first place. This reflects an unfortunate 
Pakistani tendency to blame others for the nation’s problems, whether the 
agent be the United States, India or the political opposition. Since problems 
always stem from the behaviour of others, Pakistan itself is absolved from 
primary responsibility for resolving them. This is precisely the kind of reac-
tion one would expect from a governing class whose primary motivation is 
to preserve its own narrow set of interests.

The preferred solution of many in Pakistan to problems in FATA and 
the NWFP is for US forces to depart Afghanistan. While this would leave 
the Pakistani Taliban intact in FATA and the NWFP, many believe this 
would remove any incentive the Taliban might have 
to launch attacks in Punjab and Sindh, where most of 
the Pakistani political elite reside. Baitullah Mehsud, 
overall head of the Pakistani Taliban umbrella organi-
sation, Tehrik-e-Taliban, deliberately attempted to 
exploit this sentiment when he claimed that his forces 
had carried out the recent attack against a police- 
training academy in Lahore in retaliation for US 
Predator attacks in the tribal areas. The Army high 
command would no doubt also be happy to see the 
Americans leave. The Army has never been happy 
fighting the Pakistani Taliban in FATA or Swat, which 
explains why their performance has been so lacklustre. The reasons for this 
unhappiness are many. The Army is not trained to fight against an insur-
gent enemy. It is reluctant to move large numbers of troops from the Indian 
border to FATA and the NWFP, which would leave them dangerously 
exposed on what they consider their most important front. Attempting to 
overwhelm the Taliban with numbers, furthermore, would almost certainly 
produce an unacceptably large number of innocent civilian casualties. There 
is also a visceral resistance within the Army, as within society as a whole, to 
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the very idea of fighting fellow Pakistanis and committed Muslims, however 
misguided they may be. Army leaders genuinely worry that rank-and-file 
soldiers may at some point simply refuse to fight. The Army is also con-
cerned that seriously engaging Pakistani insurgents would risk drawing the 
Afghan Taliban into the conflict, potentially jeopardising Pakistani goals in 
Afghanistan. 

This is why any American efforts to satisfy Pakistani security concerns 
in Afghanistan, short of departing altogether, are unlikely to suffice. Even 
if Washington was somehow able to midwife a closer relationship between 
Islamabad and Kabul and persuade India to dramatically lower its profile 
in Afghanistan, it is doubtful Pakistan would reciprocate by taking the fight 
to the Afghan Taliban. One need only look to recent developments in Swat 
and elsewhere in FATA and the NWFP to see that this is not in the cards. 
Despite the clear threat the Pakistani Taliban pose to the writ of the state 
in these areas, Pakistani authorities seem incapable of facing it. While the 
Army is claiming success in its recent offensive in the Bajaur tribal area, the 
telling point here is that the paramilitary Frontier Corps has been carrying 
the brunt of the fighting. The corps is the most poorly trained, least-capable 
fighting force in the Pakistan Army, made up of local tribal recruits and 
commanded by regular Army officers, whose secondment to the corps is 
widely regarded as a career death sentence. The use of the Frontier Corps in 
this conflict suggests a lack of seriousness in the overall Army approach to 
the threat, particularly since the great bulk of Pakistani Taliban forces reside 
in the Waziristans to the south, where little or no fighting has been taking 
place. Equally significant, the Army has made similar claims of success in 
the past only to see the Pakistani Taliban slip back into supposedly cleared 
areas once the Army has returned to its barracks or departed the area.8 The 
most prominent example of this is Swat.

Swat and the politics of concession

Unlike the lightly governed tribal areas, which have always been a territory 
apart, Swat is located in the heart of the settled NWFP, barely 160 kilometres 
from Islamabad. More than this, its picturesque mountain valley has long 
been the most popular resort area in Pakistan for the wealthy and pow-



The Unravelling of Pakistan  |  41   

erful. The Army claimed to have driven the Pakistani Taliban out of Swat 
in December 2007 following a struggle similar to the one that has recently 
played out in Bajaur.9 But the Taliban took advantage of a truce arranged by 
the Awami National Party (ANP), the secular Pashtun political party which 
had swept to victory in NWFP elections held two months later, to stream 
back into the valley. Realising its mistake, the Army moved back in. In the 
fighting that ensued, hundreds of thousands of people were driven from 
their homes, including the local leadership of the ANP. But this time the 
Army was unsuccessful in driving out the insurgents, prompting an increas-
ingly worried government to offer to impose sharia law in the valley, thus 
meeting a major Taliban demand.10 In fact, the government offered to extend 
the measure well beyond Swat to encompass all of Malakand division, 
covering fully one-third of the NWFP. The government hoped that this con-
cession, overwhelmingly approved by the National Assembly and signed 
by President Zardari, would persuade the insurgents to put down their 
weapons and return to their homes, restoring a semblance of peace to the 
region. But nothing of the sort has happened. Instead, in a deliberate show 
of force, armed Pakistani Taliban forces responded by moving south into 
neighbouring Buner division, bringing them 60km closer to Islamabad. 

This is only the latest, albeit the most consequential, attempt by Pakistani 
authorities to address their domestic Taliban problem by offering negotiated 
concessions. Previous efforts in the tribal areas all failed. In earlier negotia-
tions, the government agreed to return the Army to its barracks in exchange 
for Taliban assurances that it would expel al-Qaeda and other foreigners 
from the region, bring a halt to cross-border raiding into Afghanistan and 
cease terrorist activities in the Pakistani heartland. While the Pakistan Army 
generally upheld its end of the bargain, the Pakistani Taliban ignored their 
own commitments, just as they are now doing in Malakand division, using 
the respite to bolster their defences and expand the area under their control. 
The most recent FATA truce was terminated by the Pakistani Taliban them-
selves in summer 2007 in protest against the government siege of the Lal 
Masjid mosque in Islamabad. 

Despite the failure of these efforts, Pakistani authorities persist in pur-
suing deals with the Pakistani Taliban. This may reflect in part the strong 
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influence of Sufism within feudal Pakistani culture, which managed to 
survive through the centuries by accommodating successive waves of 
outside invaders. Doing deals has also provided the authorities with tem-
porary respite from their difficulties, enabling them to postpone meeting 
them head on. This mirrors the way Pakistan has handled financial crises 
over the years. In seeking assistance from the IMF, the Pakistani govern-
ment would agree to difficult conditions just long enough to get the first 
tranche of financial relief, after which the country would quickly fall off the 
IMF wagon. This provided successive governments with the financing they 
needed to avoid default without having to implement any serious reforms. 
Within a year or two, Pakistan’s finances would begin to haemorrhage all 
over again and the process would begin anew.11 But while this approach 
might work with the IMF, an organisation understood to be unwilling to 
risk seeing Pakistan go under, the situation is very different now that the 
Pakistani Taliban would like nothing better.

While many Pakistani Taliban are poorly educated and hail from the 
Pakistani equivalent of the sticks, they are far from stupid. They perceive 
weakness in the half-hearted manner in which the Pakistan Army has 
taken them on. They understand the failure of will that has motivated 

Pakistani authorities to offer them deals which are in 
reality thinly disguised surrenders. But whereas deal-
making is an integral component of a feudal political 
culture based on providing favours and incurring 
reciprocal obligations, it has no hold on the jihadist 
imagination. The worldview of committed jihadists is 
no less expansionist today than it was in the time of the 
Prophet Mohammed. Organisations such as al-Qaeda 
seek to liberate the Islamic world from what they per-

ceive as the humiliation of Western domination and to re-establish the 
caliphate. Many radical Islamic groups also harbour more immediate and 
parochial interests, such as dominating a particular area or defeating a 
particular foe. The Pakistani Taliban clearly fall into this category. But they 
are not the sort of people likely to accept limitations if they perceive they 
can gain more.

Deal-making 
has no hold 
on the jihadist 
imagination



The Unravelling of Pakistan  |  43   

While there may be some Pakistani Taliban who are opportunists rather 
than committed jihadists, the logic of the movement is to continue to expand. 
Although periodically under pressure from the Army, as currently in Bajaur, 
they remain largely unmolested in the rest of the tribal areas. They are in 
the ascendant in Swat and are extending their presence into other areas 
of the NWFP.12 Unless the Pakistan Army is prepared to put up more of 
a fight, they could eventually extend their control to all Pakistani territory 
now settled by ethnic Pashtuns, including FATA, the NWFP and northern 
Baluchistan. Their suzerainty, moreover, could end up being legitimised in 
instance after instance by the same kind of negotiated surrender recently 
manifested in Swat. It is difficult to say with any confidence how long this 
expansion could take since it would probably be punctuated by broken 
agreements and renewed periods of fighting. The Army might carry out 
future offensives only to see its efforts come to naught due to its unwilling-
ness to maintain forces in cleared areas in sufficient strength to prevent the 
Taliban from re-establishing itself. It is sobering to realise that the Pakistani 
Taliban have only been in existence for little more than half a decade. Given 
their current rate of expansion and absent a major volte-face by the Pakistan 
Army, this may be all the time they need to complete their takeover. Once 
they do, Islamabad may continue to insist it enjoys sovereignty over the 
region, but jihadists will control the western banks of the Indus. 

Washington’s dilemma

If this is what the future holds it will be a calamity for US interests in the 
region. Not only would the Taliban position in Afghanistan be significantly 
strengthened, the impact on al-Qaeda would be liberating, giving them 
much more room in which to operate and making it that much harder to 
run them to ground. Unfortunately, there is probably very little the United 
States can do on its own to change this gathering dynamic. Convincing 
India to lower its profile in Afghanistan could buy Washington some good 
will with Pakistan, but the Pakistan Army is hardly likely to turn its atten-
tion to the Afghan Taliban at a time when FATA and the NWFP are under 
threat from the Pakistani insurgents. From a purely military point of view, 
the optimal solution would be for US and Pakistani forces to begin coordi-



44  |  John R. Schmidt

nating their military operations against both Taliban variants. Under such a 
scenario, the Pakistanis would substantially increase their troop presence in 
FATA, while providing badly needed counter-insurgency training to their 
forces. The United States would reciprocate by bringing its substantial air 
power to bear against Taliban targets, combined with occasional forays by 
ground forces into Pakistani territory.

The fatal difficulty here is that any such solution would be politically 
untenable in Pakistan, due to the transcendent unpopularity of the United 
States. Pakistanis may not like the fact that Afghan Taliban and al-Qaeda 
operatives have taken up residence in FATA, but they feel far less threatened 
by their presence than by the prospect of US forces on their territory, as their 
emotional reaction to the US incursion into FATA last September amply 
demonstrated.13 This shows the extent to which a palpably Islamic identity 
has penetrated into the psyche of even secular Pakistanis. They are willing 
to cut foreign jihadists some slack, because they, at least, are Muslims fight-
ing for an Islamic cause. The United States, on the other hand, is regarded 
as definitively anti-Muslim due to its long-term, unquestioning support 
for Israel and the seemingly ruthless manner in which it pursued what the 
Bush administration called the ‘global war on terror’. Many Pakistanis also 
deeply resent the fact that the United States has been a fair-weather friend, 
closely allying with Pakistan when it served US interests, then abandoning 
and even sanctioning Pakistan when the political winds changed, as they 
did in October 1990 when Washington imposed sanctions against Pakistan 
for pursuing a nuclear-weapons programme, barely 18 months after the 
last Soviet soldier departed Afghanistan. The powerful, overtly emotional 
Pakistani resistance to the idea of US forces crossing into Pakistani territory 
also demonstrates how sensitive they are to perceived slights to their sover-
eignty, an attitude stemming from their paranoia over what they perceive as 
chronic Indian unwillingness to accept the legitimacy of their state. Anatol 
Lieven, one the most perceptive Pakistan watchers, believes these attitudes 
are so strong that large-scale US incursions onto Pakistani territory would 
risk provoking mutiny within the Pakistan Army, with lower-ranking offic-
ers and enlisted men deserting their units to enter the fray on the side of 
their jihadist co-religionists.14
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The bottom line is that any US effort to take matters into its own hands by 
moving forces into Pakistani territory would almost certainly make things 
worse. While risk-averse Pakistani authorities would be reluctant to push 
the issue to the point of war, clashes could become inevitable. The govern-
ment would come under great domestic pressure to take any violation of 
Pakistani sovereignty to the UN Security Council. Public opinion would 
demand that the government break off all cooperation with the United 
States. Pakistani authorities would have little choice but to shut down the 
still indispensable transit route through Pakistani territory that ferries sup-
plies to US and NATO forces in Afghanistan. They would also be likely to 
end the intelligence-sharing that has presumably been critical to the highly 
successful US Predator missile attacks on high-level al-Qaeda operatives in 
FATA. The image of the Pakistani Taliban within Pakistan would be instantly 
transformed, with insurgents cast in the role of beleaguered fellow citizens. 
In such circumstances, the Pakistan Army would be in no position to under-
take military action against the Taliban, Afghan or Pakistani. US forces, 
operating with a precarious supply line and without sufficient numbers to 
achieve decisive results, would risk getting bogged down in a war of attri-
tion. Any successes might only serve to drive Taliban forces into Baluchistan 
or across the Indus into the Punjabi heartland.  

The growing threat to Punjab
There may, in fact, be little beyond remonstration that outsiders can do to 
positively affect events in FATA and the NWFP. Although losing control 
over these areas would be a serious psychological blow to the Pakistani 
establishment, this may be something they are prepared to live with. The 
political elites and the Army are primarily creatures of the Punjab (and to 
a lesser extent Sindh), and the fate of this province – the most populous in 
Pakistan – is their primary concern. In considering the matter they may find 
solace in the belief that Punjab is considerably more immune to the depre-
dations of jihadist ferment than the Pashtun lands to the west. But while 
this is almost certainly true in a relative sense, there is reason to believe that 
Punjab is also vulnerable. The Lal Masjid affair, which played out in central 
Islamabad in summer 2007, may have been an early sign of where things are 
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headed. The Pakistani authorities allowed a group of radical Islamists, many 
with ties to the Pakistani Taliban and al-Qaeda, to become well entrenched 
in the Lal Masjid mosque and its neighbouring madrassa and then stood by 
for months while its residents filtered out into the city to intimidate shop-
keepers in much the same way the antecedents of the Pakistani Taliban had 
done in the bazaars of Peshawar and other major NWFP towns a decade 
earlier. Yet, when the Army finally sent in commandos to clear them out, 
public opinion recoiled at the harsh tactics and expressed considerable sym-
pathy for the routed extremists.15 Lal Masjid was allowed to reopen several 
months later, and its surviving leader, a thoroughly unrepentant Maulana 
Abdul Aziz, was recently released from prison.

It would be one thing if Lal Masjid was an isolated incident, but in fact 
virtually every sizeable city and town in Punjab has one or more radical 
mosques seeking to convert impressionable and disaffected young men, 
many of whom are well-educated members of the middle class. Echoing 
Lal Masjid, there are increasing reports of attempts by radical Islamists to 
intimidate shopkeepers in Lahore and other major Punjabi cities.16 Death 
threats have been made against members of the liberal intelligentsia, includ-
ing prominent figures in the press.17 While many radicalised mosques do not 
appear to be part of a larger organisational structure, they provide recruits 
for groups that are themselves well organised. Primary among these are LeT 
and JeM, who draw their membership not only from radical mosques but 
from the radical madrassas that punctuate Punjab and Sindh. The Seraiki 
belt of southern Punjab, dominated economically and politically by minority 
Shia landlords, is a particularly important recruiting area for young Sunni 
males. It was in the Seraiki belt near Mianwali that the first armed Pakistani 
Taliban incursion into Punjab took place in February of this year.18  

Although the Pakistani authorities claim to have cracked down on LeT 
following the Mumbai attacks, there is good reason for scepticism. Precisely 
the same claim was made when LeT was first outlawed in the aftermath of 
11 September. Yet it is highly unlikely that such a well-organised, highly 
motivated organisation would allow itself to be dismantled without a fight. 
If LeT was responsible for the sensational attack on the Sri Lanka cricket 
team in Lahore in March 2009, it may well have been intended as a shot 
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across the bow,19 although the Pakistani Taliban, al-Qaeda and associ-
ated groups also had the motive and resources necessary to carry it out. 
Whoever was responsible, the Lahore attack, which dealt a catastrophic 
blow to the only truly major sport in the country, demonstrates how crimi-
nally ill-prepared Pakistan is to defend itself against domestic terrorism, in 
Punjab as elsewhere. The Army cannot be everywhere and the police, who 
have primary responsibility for the maintenance of public order, are poorly 
trained, poorly paid and, in Lahore at least, apparently outmanoeuvred 
and outgunned. 

To risk-averse Pakistani authorities accustomed to muddling through, 
the attack on the Sri Lanka cricket team demonstrates, as much as anything 
possibly could, the dangers inherent in cracking down 
on the jihadists, whoever they may be. As the Mumbai 
attack and other evidence suggests, LeT and other 
Punjab-based jihadist groups have strong and growing 
ties to the Pakistani Taliban and al-Qaeda.20 Were they 
to unite in action against the government, they could 
prove a formidable foe, in Punjab as in the tribal areas 
and NWFP. It is this outcome that Pakistani authori-
ties wish to avoid. This means that even if a settlement 
could be reached on Kashmir, which recent reporting 
suggests was nearly accomplished during the final months of the Musharraf 
regime,21 Pakistan would still think twice before attempting to crack down 
on Punjab-based jihadists such as LeT and JeM. 

So here too, the most likely Pakistani response will be to kick the can 
down the road. With the single exception of Lal Masjid – the exception 
which proves the rule – no Pakistani government has ever taken any steps to 
discourage the establishment of radical mosques and madrassas, to regulate 
or control them, or to discourage recruitment into radical Islamic groups. 
Some Pakistani leaders, Musharraf prominent among them, have talked 
about it, but talk is all they have done. Although definitive figures do not 
exist, there are probably hundreds of radical madrassas in Punjab alone.22 
Any serious attempt to dismantle them or roll up the jihadist groups they 
supply, such as LeT and JeM, would risk an upsurge of terrorist violence 
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that could dwarf the Algerian precedent that has haunted Pakistani policy-
makers for at least the past decade. 

This is not to say that nothing could be done. A retired senior Army 
officer in a position to know told me in 2000 that during his second term 
in office Nawaz Sharif had asked the Army to devise a plan to dismantle 
radical Islamic groups. Although my source did not say so, the plan almost 
certainly excluded groups such as LeT and JeM, which the government 
still counted on to do its bidding in Kashmir, to focus instead on sectar-
ian organisations such as the Sipah-i-Sihaba. The plan that emerged, which 
he said would require a year of preparation before it could be carried out, 
involved the creation of specially trained Army units, as well as an elabo-
rate anti-extremist media campaign designed to prepare public opinion for 
the crackdown. Although my interlocutor declined to elaborate, the plan 
struck me at the time as something akin to a ‘Night of the Long Knives’ in 
which specially trained forces would move quickly to decapitate the lead-
ership of the offending radical Islamic organisations. Whatever its precise 
choreography, the plan is presumably still gathering dust in a filing cabinet 
somewhere in Army headquarters. 

Left unchallenged, the difficulties of today are only likely to worsen over 
time. While the precise flow of events cannot be predicted with certainty, 
the Pakistani Taliban has already shown an ability to strike at the Pakistani 
heartland with impunity. As it continues to extend its control through 
most or all of the NWFP, radical groups in Punjab and Sindh are likely to 
become emboldened. Organisations such as LeT may cut their final ties 
to ISI while stepping up their cooperation with the Pakistani Taliban and 
al-Qaeda. Radical mosques and madrassas could begin to develop coopera-
tive networks while serving as headquarters for local agitation. Incidents 
of intimidation and assassination could become more commonplace. As 
in Swat, such tactics may become linked to increasing demands to bring 
Punjab and Sindh under sharia law. Although armed confrontations on the 
scale of recent clashes in FATA and Swat are unlikely, efforts by Pakistani 
authorities to resist these developments could precipitate an escalatory 
spiral similar to that seen in pre-surge Iraq, with periodic terrorist spectacu-
lars punctuating a daily diet of roadside bombs. Major urban centres such as 
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Lahore and Karachi are likely to number among the first victims, along with 
cities and towns in the Seraiki belt, where religious radicalism is fuelled by 
the animosity felt by disaffected young Sunnis against their primarily Shia 
landlords. Faced with such violence, local authorities in districts, cities and 
towns may feel tempted to end their misery by offering their tormentors 
Swat-type deals to bring sharia law into their communities. 

The final unravelling?
While it is late in the game to be contemplating solutions to these problems, 
it is probably not too late. The government still has the option of making the 
struggle against the radical Islamic threat its top priority. The Army could 
begin treating the Pakistani Taliban insurgency in FATA and the NWFP with 
the same urgency and seriousness of purpose it now devotes to defending 
against the Indian threat. It could revive the plan for dismantling radical 
Islamic organisations devised under Sharif. At the very least, the govern-
ment could begin pushing back against the radical Islamists, bringing 
increasing pressure to bear on radical mosques and madrassas to moder-
ate their message or be shut down, and taking genuine rather than ersatz 
steps to bring jihadist groups such as LeT and JeM under control. Prospects 
for success would be considerably enhanced by moving to substantially 
strengthen the woefully inadequate civilian police and security appara-
tus and providing the Army with sophisticated training in combating both 
urban and rural insurgencies. Unless some such determination is shown by 
the Pakistani political class, supported by a civilian population that is still 
largely moderate in its religious orientation and secular in its politics, there 
is a real danger that someday a critical mass will be reached. 

In the minds of Pakistani policymakers that day probably still seems a 
long way off. The barbarians are not yet at the gate. Episodes such as the 
assassination of Benazir Bhutto, the fall of Swat and the attack on the Sri 
Lanka cricket team are regrettable and embarrassing, but do not threaten 
the viability of the state. The Americans will someday leave Afghanistan 
and maybe then the jihadists will leave Pakistan alone. While this henna-
coloured vision of the future is correct insofar as events in Punjab and Sindh 
are almost certain to play themselves out over a considerably longer time 
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than those in FATA and the NWFP, this much also is certain: if the Pakistani 
authorities continue to do nothing, or attempt far too little, the radical 
Islamists are not simply going to fade back into the woodwork, whatever 
the Americans may do. On the contrary, they will only become more numer-
ous and powerfully entrenched. Despite the fondness Pakistani authorities 
have for postponing what South Asians call ‘the needful’, serious confronta-
tion between the government and the radical Islamists is almost certain to 
develop at some point down the road, either prompted by a panicked real-

isation that things really have gone too far or simply 
in self-defence in the face of gathering urban insurrec-
tion. The more time it takes for that day of reckoning to 
come, the bloodier and more protracted the confronta-
tion is likely to be. 

When that day does come the wherewithal of the 
Pakistani state to resist and prevail will be put firmly to 
the test. The police and civilian security services have 
already demonstrated they are incapable of dealing with 
domestic terrorism at considerably lower levels of risk. 

Would the Army be prepared to strip its own forces from the Indian frontier 
in order to police the unnumbered streets of urban Punjab and Sindh? And 
even if it was so inclined, what reason is there to believe it would be any 
more successful than it has been in the tribal areas or Swat? More than one 
retired senior officer has told me the Army harbours serious doubts about 
the loyalty of its troops in any major confrontation with religiously moti-
vated fellow Pakistanis. When push comes to shove, will the Army remain 
steadfast or, fearing for its own survival and the survival of the state, will 
it conclude the answer lies not in confrontation, but in accommodation and 
concession? These are among the imponderables that must be wrestled with 
in any assessment of where Pakistan is headed if those who govern it con-
tinue to look the other way. 

Should resistance fail, the scene may be set for the final unravelling of the 
Pakistani state. This could come with explosive suddenness, unfolding like 
the Iranian revolution, with a recalcitrant Army crumbling and the feudals 
rushing for the nearest exits. Or it could arrive, as in the T.S. Eliot poem, ‘not 
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with a bang but a whimper’, with the conclusion of one final deal. Either way, 
if and when the end does come, it will be the dubious virtues of Pakistani 
political culture that are largely to blame. Never in their entire history have 
Pakistan’s elites, the Army included, been willing to tackle serious problems 
head on. The rulers of Pakistan have always sought the easy way out, from 
supporting madrassas in lieu of public education to using radical Islamists 
as a cheap way to put pressure on India over Kashmir. Resistant to change, 
disposed to muddle through, inclined to blame others for their problems and 
single-mindedly determined to preserve their narrow class interests even as 
their world is collapsing around them, they are leading their country along 
a short road to chaos.

The fall of Pakistan to radical Islamic forces would be calamitous for the 
rest of the world. The possibility of nuclear war on the Asian subcontinent 
would be dramatically increased. A radical Islamist government would 
also have the means, and very possibly the inclination, to make nuclear 
weapons available to its terrorist colleagues for strikes against the West. 
Unlike normal governments, which are deterred by the threat of massive 
retaliation, a jihadist government might embrace national martyrdom as a 
glorious fate. Faced with such a foe, the United States would probably have 
little choice but to strike first. With Indian forces waiting anxiously to move 
in, the final collapse of the Pakistani state would be a near certainty. This, 
unfortunately, is the fate that looms menacingly over the horizon, perhaps a 
decade or two down the road, if the current trend lines are allowed to play 
out to their logical conclusions. Sadly, there is probably very little the rest 
of the world can do to prevent this. The matter rests, as it always has, with 
the Pakistani people and the political class that rules them. Will they finally 
make the hard choices that their circumstances demand of them, or will they 
continue dissembling until they are swept away?
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