
Because of the importance attached to military operations to destroy al-
Qaeda, Pakistan is often viewed in the context of Afghanistan. As a result, 
events in Pakistan are usually assessed in terms of their effect on US objec-
tives for Operation Enduring Freedom and on the operations of NATO’s 
International Security Assistance Force. Their implications for Pakistan as 
a whole have been neglected and sometimes poorly analysed. But the well-
being and stability of Pakistan is of supreme importance in its own right. This 
importance needs to be reflected in a sound and coherent strategy towards 
the country. The formulation of such a strategy requires an informed under-
standing of Pakistan’s history; social, political and economic dynamics; and 
key personalities and influences. And the strategy needs to be underpinned 
by resources which are commensurate with the importance of the inter-
ests to be protected and advanced. Unfortunately, the customary means 
of acquiring real-time knowledge of events and personalities – diplomacy, 
media, commercial and other contacts – have been and still are impeded by 
the hazardous security situation in much of the country. Without a good 
understanding, actions taken for tactical purposes may have negative stra-
tegic consequences which outweigh the hoped-for benefits, as has occurred 
on several recent occasions.

The challenges in southwestern Asia need to be considered in three sepa-
rate but related contexts: Afghanistan, the Afghan–Pakistani tribal belt, and 
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Pakistan. In the present conjuncture, Pakistan is arguably the most impor-
tant of the three. With nuclear weapons and a huge army, a population 
over five times that of Afghanistan, and simultaneous security, political and 
economic crises, it now seems less able, without outside help, to muddle 
through its challenges than at any time since its war with India in 1971.

A troubled past
At the end of the British-dominated colonial era in the Indian subcontinent, 
India achieved its long-sought objective of independence from the United 
Kingdom in 1947. But the break with Britain was a secondary objective for 
Pakistan, whose primary goal was to provide a homeland, separate from the 
new India, for those Muslims in the region who wished to make use of it. The 
ensuing arrangement was both bloody and inherently unstable. Vivid mem-
ories remain, in both India and Pakistan, of the mass movement of people, 
family separations and slaughter which caused at least half a million and 
possibly twice as many deaths. The Kashmir dispute, over which there was 
conflict immediately after the birth of the two new countries and several 
more subsequently, is still described by Pakistan as ‘the unfinished business 
of partition’, over 60 years after that event.

Although religious considerations were ostensibly the reason for 
Pakistan’s separation from India, they have never proved sufficient either 
to provide a durable national identity or to hold the country together. The 
war of 1971 and the secession of East Pakistan – Bangladesh – was the most 
extreme example of this. But despite successive military defeats and humili-
ations by India, Pakistan persisted with its attempts to use Islam as a means 
of nation building. Both the army and elected politicians stoked the Kashmir 
fire for this purpose and as a means of promoting their own separate inter-
ests. Certainly, it served the army well to capitalise on the anomalies around 
the Kashmir issue, and in this they were assisted by all-too-frequent Indian 
heavy-handedness, injustice and brutalities.

Despite the loss of its Bengali wing, and leaving aside military and polit-
ical self-service and its constant differences with its massive neighbour, 
Pakistan remained fraught with tension as it strove to accommodate its 
multifarious internal differences. Even the main official national language, 
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Urdu, is not indigenous but was imported from India in an attempt to forge 
a common means of communication in a country of many dialects and 
languages. Punjabis form over 60% of the population and dominate both 
the army and the economy, which causes resentment among residents of 
Pakistan’s other three provinces. The Pashtuns – a tribal people – have a 
mother tongue which is linguistically distinct from Pakistan’s other main 
languages, as well as separate traditions and culture (of which more below), 
with separatism never far from the surface. Sindhis, in the southeast, include 
semi-feudal agricultural labourers and ostentatiously affluent traders in the 
port city of Karachi. The desert province of Baluchistan, which has seen 
several violent insurgencies over the decades including the present one, 
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contains almost half of Pakistan’s land mass but is home to not much more 
than 5% of its population. The country as a whole, made up of disparate 
ethnic groups and with very low human-development indicators – low lit-
eracy, widespread poverty, inadequate public health and education – has 
had a constant problem with stability.

These inherent challenges have been more than reflected in weaknesses 
in the country’s politics and institutions. There have been military take overs 
in almost every decade, and until the most recent elections in February 

2008 no elected government had lasted a full term 
since Zulfikar Ali Bhutto’s controversial tenure in the 
1970s. The 2008 elections were held under a military 
president, Pervez Musharraf, who had himself taken 
power through a military coup and who manipulated 
polls, the constitution and the body politic for his own 
purposes.

In their struggle to exercise and maintain power, 
secular politicians and military leaders alike have made 
use of and sometimes cooperated with and promoted 

extreme religious groupings for their own ends, while believing they could 
control such groups. Like Musharraf before him, current President Asif Ali 
Zardari has forged political links with religious and other parties with vio-
lently militant wings. Before he was deposed by Musharraf, the leader of the 
opposition Pakistan Muslim League (Nawaz) (PML(N)), Nawaz Sharif, had 
put forward an amendment to the constitution with a view to making sharia 
law the supreme law in Pakistan, seemingly with the prime minister – Sharif 
himself – to be the Emir al-Momineem, Leader of the Faithful, and ultimate 
arbiter of religious dispute.1

Before the present epoch and the global threat of violent militancy, the 
most significant politicisation of religion for secular purposes in the region 
occurred under the leadership of the military dictator General Zia ul-Haq 
and during the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan from 1979 to 1989. Massive 
Western, especially American, resources were channelled through Pakistan, 
while Zia ul-Haq promoted a jihad, or holy war, against the Soviet presence 
in the Afghan motherland. The mujahadeen, or holy warriors, were sup-
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ported and encouraged as valued allies, supplied and managed by the CIA 
and Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence directorate (ISI).2 

There were two lasting and damaging consequences of this. First, once 
the Soviets withdrew from Afghanistan, the mujahadeen remained in being. 
After ten years of encouragement to fight for what was presented as a reli-
gious cause, many of these – Pakistanis, Afghans, Saudi Arabians, Yemenis, 
Palestinians, Algerians and others – were still fired with zeal. Looking for 
other opportunities, and at the instigation of the ISI, they transferred their 
attentions to Indian-administered Kashmir, which witnessed an upsurge of 
violence in 1989 following rigged elections there in 1988. It was the same 
mujahadeen, continuing the line from 1979, who were mobilised with the 
regular army in the notorious Kargil offensive in 1999, and who formed 
groups that Musharraf steadfastly refused to hound out during the year-
long, dangerous stand-off with India in 2001–02. From Pakistan’s perspective, 
the jihadists were valuable paramilitary irregulars who could supplement 
Pakistani security forces in the event of hostilities. And, rather than try to 
rein them in, it was deemed better to keep them occupied, first on the eastern 
border harassing Pakistan’s existential enemy, India, and subsequently on 
the western border, engaged with Afghanistan. More recently, however, it 
has become clear that such zealots, now supplemented by Chechens and 
Uighurs, are not susceptible to fine-tuning and are quite capable of turning 
on their controllers and threatening Pakistan itself and the country’s wider 
interests. The attacks in Mumbai in November 2008, which appear to be 
linked to the Lashkar-e-Tayiba militant group originally created by the ISI, 
is an example of terrorism which undermines Pakistan’s interests. 

Attitudes towards the United States
The second consequence of the 1979–89 period was the impact on Pakistani 
attitudes to the United States. Pakistan is not alone in its ambivalence 
towards America: many Pakistanis are quick to criticise the country but 
eager, if possible, to send their children there to seek a better life. In politi-
cal terms, successive generations have come to regard the United States 
as a fair-weather friend, ready to deploy funds and muscle in pursuit of 
its own interests but neglectful, threatening and vindictive when the 
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balance shifts. Washington was slow to recognise Pakistan after partition, 
was seen as insufficiently supportive in the 1965 conflict with India, and 
imposed nuclear-related sanctions in September 1979.3 After the Soviet 
Union invaded Afghanistan, making Pakistan part of the front line in the 
Cold War, the sanctions were waived and Pakistan was deluged with US 
resources. But US priorities and attitudes again changed after the Soviet 
withdrawal in 1989. Washington imposed new nuclear-related sanctions in 
1990. The screws were tightened in 1998 after India’s and Pakistan’s nuclear 
tests and yet further the following year after Musharraf’s coup against then-
Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, notwithstanding the popularity in Pakistan of 
Musharraf’s actions at the time. Although there was objective justification 
for Washington’s behaviour in some of these cases, this is irrelevant in terms 
of public perception in Pakistan and its political significance there. 

The tragedy of 11 September 2001 changed the relationship once again. 
Despite some doubts among his corps commanders, Musharraf made the 
only choice possible when he finally broke his ties with the Taliban and 
pledged to become an ally in the ‘war on terror’.4 Because the Taliban’s 
excesses were all too apparent by this time – the group had become deeply 
unpopular in Pakistan – the UN-backed bombing campaign which started 
in October 2001 did not cause as great a reaction among ordinary Pakistanis 
as might have been expected. The publicity surrounding the civilian col-
lateral damage caused dismay in Pakistan, as it did elsewhere, and Western 
embassies and citizens became targets of terrorist attacks. But this violence 
did not reflect the general mood of the country and protests incited by the 
religious parties quickly subsided. Paradoxically, there was a much greater 
shift of mood against the West, and against the United States in particular, in 
the run-up to the operations in Iraq in 2003, a country with which Pakistan 
had no significant ties and where it had few interests. The reasons for this 
were little different from the objections voiced in other Muslim countries, 
and indeed elsewhere. But the intensity and near-unanimity of sentiment 
reflected the fact that, by being an active participant in the ‘war on terror’, 
Pakistan was associated with US actions. 

Since 2003, and as a result of the difficulties facing the coalition in 
Afghanistan following the resurgence of the Taliban, doubts have emerged 
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about the coalition’s staying power. This has led to fears of a re-run of 1989: if 
the United States were to pull out, Pakistan might again be left to face the con-
sequences of the violence and instability not only in its neighbour Afghanistan 
but within the tribal belt and Pakistan more generally. Pakistani authorities 
maintain that, as a result of their military operations in the Pakistani tribal 
areas, their security forces have suffered more deaths since 
2001 – some 1,200 – than the total of all the coalition coun-
tries in Afghanistan. This claim is impossible to verify but 
not implausible. Pakistanis deeply resent being criticised 
for not doing enough and especially resent the violations 
of their sovereign territory by the use of drones and, on 3 
September 2008, by US forces on the ground.

There is little doubt that the Pakistani army and the ISI, 
while under the leadership of General Musharraf, were 
hedging their bets in Afghanistan and indirectly assist-
ing the Afghan Taliban, especially when members of the group successfully 
sought sanctuary from US pursuit in northern Baluchistan and the Federally 
Administered Tribal Areas (FATA). For its part, the US military has been 
incensed that the Pakistanis are unwilling or unable to prevent their territory 
from being used as a sanctuary from which to launch attacks upon US forces 
and have felt justified in taking aggressive action in self-defence. This situ-
ation, entirely unsatisfactory on both sides, has driven a further dangerous 
wedge between two governments which seek to present themselves as allies.

Sadly, the US relationship with Pakistan over the years has become asso-
ciated with support for military rulers: General Ayub Khan when the US was 
forging alliances in Asia; General Zia ul-Haq during the Soviet occupation 
of Afghanistan; and General Musharraf during the ‘war on terror’. The pro-
motion of democracy has seemed to have taken second, if not a lower, place. 
Thus some of the blame for the existing chronic weaknesses of Pakistan’s 
non-military institutions is laid justifiably at the door of the United States.

Domestic politics
Narratives and perceptions surrounding Pakistan’s troubled history and 
its turbulent relationship with the United States, whether or not soundly 
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based, play directly into Pakistani domestic politics. Any strategy towards 
Pakistan must therefore take full account of these perceptions and, ideally, 
seek to redress the balance.

Subject to more pressing exigencies, Western governments prefer to 
support the concept of democracy. After Zia ul-Haq’s mysterious death in 
1988, Washington had high hopes for the Western-educated Benazir Bhutto, 
who became prime minister in the subsequent elections. The United States 
also proved ready to transfer support to her political rival Nawaz Sharif 
when then-President Ghulam Ishaq Khan dismissed Bhutto some two years 
later amid allegations of corruption. Although Sharif’s party had been 
largely created by the army as a counterweight to Bhutto, whom the army 
distrusted, Sharif met a similar fate in a similar timescale. Each contender 
then served similarly foreshortened terms once again, each of which seemed 
worse than the former. It was true that elected governments’ powers were 
greatly constrained by the role of the army in the wings, but this could not 
excuse the seeming inability of both key political parties to live up to their 
responsibilities as regards both governance and integrity. Elected leader-
ships signally failed to consolidate democracy while the abuses of their 
power increased in scale.

Against this background, successive chiefs of army staff were frequently 
urged by the Pakistani establishment to intervene once again to improve 
the effectiveness of governance and to reduce self-serving corruption. Three 
years into Sharif’s second term as prime minister, after the Kargil operation 
and following wholesale mismanagement, the country was nearly bankrupt. 
In a bid to accumulate more power, Sharif had by this time intervened in 
the operation of the judiciary and most other national institutions, and had 
pledged to introduce sharia law. But the final straw proved to be his attempts 
to meddle in what the army regarded as its own business. In October 1999 
then-Army Chief Musharraf presided over a bloodless coup. This was strongly 
condemned by the US and British governments, but Sharif’s departure was 
widely welcomed in Pakistan. Western opposition moderated as Musharraf 
started to introduce some overdue and seemingly beneficial reforms, made 
use of his presentational skills to project his well-meaning intentions, and 
presided over impressive but unsustainable economic growth. 
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But with the passage of time Musharraf became less able to maintain the 
momentum of reform; he had some damaging setbacks, made major errors 
of judgement, engaged in transparently dubious political expediencies, 
pursued unsound economic policies and increasingly lost popular support. 
His participation in the United States’ ‘war on terror’ was denounced as 
‘fighting Washington’s war’, and he was blamed for allowing the nation’s 
honour to be humiliated by US criticism that he was not doing enough. 
Nonetheless, the US government appeared increasingly to be pinning their 
hopes on Musharraf personally, evidently fearing for the Pakistani role if he 
were to go. 

In a desperate attempt to maintain his position, Musharraf sacked 
Pakistan’s chief justice in March 2007 and suspended some 60 judges. The 
ensuing militant protests by the judiciary, being neither religious nor party 
political activists, introduced a new and unusual dimension to the political 
crisis. When Musharraf rashly declared a state of emergency on 3 November, 
it became clear that his days were numbered.

The US and British governments, concerned to protect their interests in 
Afghanistan and in countering terrorism, still hoped they could promote 
democracy while maintaining Musharraf in power. Despite the deep mutual 
antipathy of the two protagonists, they had been actively encouraging 
Benazir Bhutto and Musharraf to come to an accommodation. Musharraf was 
induced to arrange for the criminal charges against Bhutto and her husband 
to be dropped so as to allow her to lead her Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) 
in the general elections due in late 2007. The plan was that, with the aid of 
the so-called ‘king’s party’, the Pakistan Muslim League (Quaid-i-Azam) 
(PML(Q)), which backed Musharraf, the PPP would assume the prime min-
istership while Musharraf remained as president, having first stood down 
as chief of army staff. Sharif, however, would not be allowed to return to 
Pakistan from his forced exile in Saudi Arabia, which would severely dis-
advantage his Pakistan Muslim League (Nawaz) (PML(N)), Pakistan’s only 
other significant national political party, which might otherwise threaten 
Bhutto’s ascendancy. 

But the turmoil surrounding the judiciary renewed Sharif’s confidence 
and, after one failed attempt in September, he too returned to Pakistan in 
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November, although this gave him little time to mobilise his support and 
allocate seats for his party’s electoral candidates. Bhutto’s assassination 
on 27 December 2007, soon after the lifting of the state of emergency, was 
a major political upset, throwing awry the careful plans for the elections 
as well as the US–UK machinations. The new army chief, General Afshaq 
Kayani, ordered the army to stand aside from politics.

As a result, the postponed elections in February 2008 included both main 
national parties and were relatively fair and open. Bhutto had bequeathed 
to her husband, Asif Ali Zardari, the leadership of the PPP, which gained 
a plurality, but not an overall majority. Sharif’s PML(N) came in second. 
Neither Sharif nor Zardari stood for election themselves. The PML(Q) and 
the religious parties, most of which boycotted the elections, lost heavily.

Sharif’s decision to enter into a coalition with the PPP was widely wel-
comed as an apparent recognition of the need to work together in a time 
of crisis. But the coalition fell apart acrimoniously in August 2008 when, 

under threat of impeachment, Musharraf stood down as 
president and Zardari, possibly fearful that he might be 
prosecuted for past corruption, refused to reinstate the 
chief justice whom Musharraf had sacked.

Zardari nonetheless managed to secure the necessary 
majorities in the national and provincial assemblies to 
be elected to the now-vacant presidency. Thanks to the 

measures taken by Musharraf to strengthen the office of president, Zardari’s 
position under the current, heavily amended constitution is therefore very 
strong, not least because there is no way to remove a president before the 
end of his term so long as he has sufficient support in parliament. But in 
other important respects Zardari’s position is weak. Opinion polls reveal 
him to be deeply unpopular with the general public as a result of sustained 
and long-standing allegations of corruption and even murder. He has 
caused tension within his own party by sacking many of his wife’s former 
advisers and placing his own associates in key positions. He is unpopular, 
too, within the army because of his failure to consult before announcing 
major changes of policy and practice, several of which the army caused to be 
immediately reversed. And his perceived association with the United States, 

The coalition 
fell apart 
acrimoniously 



What is Happening in Pakistan?  |  71   

to which, through its support for his wife, he owes his position, risks being 
used to his political disadvantage.

Two recent developments have had a particular political impact in 
Pakistan. A military operation involving US ground forces in the South 
Waziristan Tribal Agency on 3 September 2008, the second day of the holy 
month of Ramadan, caused an immediate outcry, with strong condemna-
tion by both houses of parliament, the prime minister, the chief of the army 
and finally by Zardari himself. 

Secondly, when Zardari was in Washington at the end of October 2008, 
he unprecedentedly described the militants in Kashmir as ‘terrorists’, rather 
than using the hallowed terminology of ‘freedom fighters’. Welcome as this 
may have been in the US administration, it is regarded within Pakistan as 
a capitulation, made all the worse by the fact that Zardari returned from 
Washington empty-handed. The impression therefore remained that the 
United States was unwilling to help Pakistan with its economic and social 
problems, greatly exacerbated by rising food and fuel prices and the fall of 
the currency, and was solely preoccupied with military and security issues 
in and around the tribal belt.

The Pashtuns
It is simplistic to describe the militants in Afghanistan and Pakistan as ‘al-
Qaeda and the Taliban’, as if the coalition’s opponents were members of two 
essentially homogenous groups which, whatever their differences, share 
similar aims. In practice the composition and motivations of the fighters 
and of their sympathisers and supporters are varied, complex and change 
over time. 

After 11 September 2001, Pakistani attitudes towards al-Qaeda and other 
non-indigenous fighters have been fairly straightforward, even though 
intermarriage with Uzbeks and Tajiks since 1979 has blurred distinctions. 
Pakistani security forces have proved ready to attack and kill ‘foreign fight-
ers’ without hesitation and to significant effect. 

The approach towards the Taliban and others has, at least until mid 2008, 
been carefully nuanced and calibrated. The Taliban, or religious students, 
who recognise the religious and secular leadership of Mullah Omar, went 
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to ground after sustained US attacks in the aftermath of 11 September. But 
they have re-emerged in a new and more effective form, partly because the 
coalition’s initial concentration on Kabul and the United States’ preoccupa-
tion with Iraq eased much of the pressure on them. Many Taliban are indeed 
motivated by a radical religious zeal arising from a form of Islam which 
many Muslims regard as a distortion of the faith. But there are many others 
in the fight: criminals, warlords, narcotics smugglers, young men who see 
little other future for themselves, and insurgents who object to the presence 
of foreigners engaging in violence in their homeland. 

Almost all of the Afghan and Pakistani Taliban are Pashtuns. Some under-
standing of the Pashtuns (or Pushtuns, Pukhtuns or Pathans) is therefore 
essential in addressing the threat to external interests. Hardened by millennia 
of conflict in the exceptionally rough terrain of what has been the transit route 
for waves of invaders from Alexander the Great to the British and Soviets, the 

Pashtuns are tough, warlike and fiercely proud of their reli-
gion, heritage and traditions. Figures are inaccurate but, of 
the roughly 40 million people in the region, perhaps 15m 
live in Afghanistan, while the rest are mainly in Pakistan’s 
FATA (3.5m5), the North West Frontier Province (NWFP), 
northern Baluchistan and the city of Karachi. The bound-
ary between Pakistan and Afghanistan, the 1,500-mile-long 

Durand Line drawn up by the British in the late nineteenth century, divides 
tribes and villages and has never been accepted by Afghanistan as an inter-
national border. Thousands of individuals pass across the line every day, 
which has been blurred by the presence of millions of Afghan refugees in 
Pakistan and, in recent months, by the movement of 20,000 refugees from 
Bajaur Agency in Pakistan to Afghanistan. The terrain makes it impossible in 
practice to seal off the border and the long-established trade and smuggling 
routes which cross it, and it is therefore relatively easy for fighters or fleers to 
move in either direction. Pakistani security forces cannot control them, even if 
they were inclined to do so, despite some 1,000 border posts on the Pakistani 
side and a smaller number to the west.

Of greater political significance than the physical ease of passage across 
the border is the tribal code, or Pashtunwali. Although it has been severely 
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distorted in recent decades by the influence of criminality, the effects of 
the narcotics trade and the intrusion of the Pakistani army, it continues 
to exercise a powerful influence. Traditionally, conformity to this code is 
expected of any Muslim living in the tribal area. Pashtunwali centres on the 
concept of honour (izzat) of the individual or the tribe, from which spring 
the obligations of revenge and sanctuary (badal and melmastia). There are 
also mechanisms for mediation, and rules to govern ostracism or, in extreme 
cases, death, if the code’s obligations are not met. Historically, in their 
attempts to manage these areas (which they found impossible to settle), 
the British used a mixture of inducements and retribution, employing the 
concepts of collective responsibility and collective punishment in line with 
the pre-existing norms of Pashtunwali. In practice, when the British used 
the destruction of property as a form of such punishment, they gave prior 
notice so as to avoid loss of life.6

When, in the 1980s, Washington encouraged the mujahadeen to drive out 
the Red Army from Afghanistan, they were employing the same concepts 
of Pashtunwali to deal with an uninvited infidel who had violated Pashtun 
honour by entering the tribal homelands without invitation. It is evident 
that this same code applies similarly to coalition operations in Afghanistan 
and the FATA, and that it is also relevant to tribal behaviour towards the 
coalition’s opponents. The coalition’s presence, like that of the Soviet Union 
and the British, is seen as a violation of communal honour which the code 
and custom require to be avenged. The deaths of tribesmen at the hands of 
coalition forces must similarly be avenged, if not by the closest male relative 
then by his descendants. A tribesman fleeing from the coalition who seeks 
refuge must be given hospitality and safe passage: the greater the threat, the 
greater the honour accruing to the host. 

The situation is rendered more complex by the fact that the seven tribal 
agencies and the six frontier regions which make up the FATA have a semi-
autonomous status within the Pakistani constitution that reflects their ancient 
customs. This special status was pledged to them by Mohammed Ali Jinnah 
when they were induced to join the new Pakistan in 1948, and severely cur-
tails the writ of federal authorities and security forces.7 It remains fiercely 
guarded by the tribal people in the FATA.
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For such reasons, until about 2004 the Pakistani authorities used the 
paramilitary Frontier Corps, almost all Pashtuns themselves but led by 
Pakistani army officers, in any operation in the tribal belt, rather than the 
Punjabi-majority regular army. The large-scale intervention of the army in 
2004, quite unused to conducting counter-insurgency operations, was bit-
terly resented within the FATA, and has been violently opposed.

In August 2008, faced with increasing disorder, Pakistani armed forces 
radically stepped up their operations in the Bajaur Tribal Agency, using 
the regular army on the ground, heavy artillery, US-supplied weaponry, 
and heavy bombing by Air Force F16s, also supplied by the United States. 
(Because Pakistan’s military is unable to engage on several fronts at once, 
uprisings in the ‘settled area’ of Swat continue largely unchecked.) Following 
the customary practice, the armed forces called on local inhabitants to give 
up foreign fighters and to leave the area themselves. At the time of writing, 
these and other operations in NWFP have killed over 1,000 people, and esti-
mates of the total number of displaced persons vary from 200,000 to 700,000.8 
Several thousand have fled to Afghan territory. Although a significant 
number of foreign fighters have been killed, the use of non-precision weap-
onry and the army’s lack of experience in counter-insurgency techniques 
may be expected to have considerable long-term political consequences. 
Nor is it clear who it is that the army is fighting or whether Pakistan hopes 
to target foreigners and the Pakistani Taliban while allowing the Afghan 
Taliban and ‘freedom fighters’ greater impunity. The army’s opponents, 
however, may come from a wider spectrum, which includes those with any 
grievance against them.

There are other unwelcome phenomena which have arisen in the rest of 
Pakistan in recent years. Before 2005, four years after the start of the coali-
tion’s operations in Afghanistan, suicide bombings in Pakistan were very 
unusual, with scarcely a handful each year. But the number rose to 57 in 
2007 and 63 in 2008.9 A ‘Pakistan Taliban’, the Tehrik-e-Taliban, has emerged 
in South Waziristan Tribal Agency, and Pakistani authorities say the leader 
of this group, Baitullah Mehsud, is one of the main instigators of such 
bombings. Terrorists are now demonstrably able to operate throughout the 
country, including in the heart of the capital, Islamabad, as was shown by 
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the defiance of religious militants during the siege of the Red Mosque in 
July 2007, during which over 100 were killed by Pakistani security forces, 
and the bombing of the Marriot Hotel, close to the parliament buildings, in 
September, when suicide bombers killed over 50. 

There are, however, some more positive signs. In recent months Pakistani 
authorities have taken long-overdue steps against the presence of the shura, 
or advisory council, of the Afghan Taliban in the western Pakistani city of 
Quetta. There is good reason to believe that there are serious differences 
between Mehsud and Mullah Omar, leader of the Afghan Taliban. And it 
may be that al-Qaeda’s presence is no longer welcome to the Afghan Taliban, 
although rumours to this effect are difficult to verify. But it would be wishful 
thinking to expect any significant reduction in the threat to coalition inter-
ests. Of greater concern is the increase in numbers, diversity, sophistication 
and ferocity of the coalition’s opponents.

Assessment and future actions
Despite these considerable difficulties it would be wrong to regard Pakistan 
as a lost cause or as doomed to go down the path of violent extremism, 
leading to the establishment of an Islamic caliphate. In this context, Pakistan’s 
diversity is also one of its strengths. Although the vast majority of Pakistanis 
are Sunni Muslims, there are minority Shia and Ismaili communities as well 
as Christians. There is also diversity among the Sunni, which encompasses 
the Deobandi and Barelvis sects. Far from being sympathetic to the cause of 
radical Salafists and Wahhabis, many Pakistani Muslims have been influ-
enced by the Sufi tradition of Islam, which is unaggressive and tolerant, 
and enriched by poetry, song and dance. The great majority of the much-
maligned madrassas, or religious schools, fulfil an essential social service 
by providing food, clothing and shelter to poor children, as the state’s  
primary-education system has been severely weakened through neglect and 
corruption by successive governments. It is a recalcitrant minority of such 
schools which actively support the Taliban and which need firmer control.

Nor is Pakistani nuclear weaponry likely to fall into terrorist hands. The 
Pakistani military remain a powerful and cohesive force. And, with some 
external help, it has established powerful security measures. 
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It is therefore reasonable to judge that, while violence and disorder will 
very likely increase unless or until greater attention is paid to Pakistan’s 
challenges, it is unlikely that the country is on the brink of state failure. 
Some parts of the country undoubtedly suffer from severe security chal-
lenges and deprivation. But others, including much of Punjab, provide a 

core of stability which has weathered many storms in the 
past and which is unlikely to disintegrate into chaos.

In order to offset the negative effects of the coalition’s 
military operations in Afghanistan on Pakistan’s own secu-
rity, Pakistan’s stability and its perceptions of the West 
might be improved by doing more to help Pakistanis cope 
with the other significant challenges that affect their daily 
lives. Since 2001, the bulk of Western financial and other 
assistance has been focused on security-related sectors.10 
The social sector, sorely neglected, is in desperate need 

of capacity-building. An increase of resources for this purpose, to a level 
similar to that devoted to the security sector, would, if carefully directed 
and administered, provide new opportunities for the Pakistani people and 
do much to counter the pernicious belief that they are suffering as a result 
of fighting someone else’s war.

There can, however, be no expectation of quick results or a rapid trans-
formation of the security situation in the tribal areas: the wounds are too 
deep and Pakistan’s institutions too weak to be able to deliver progress 
swiftly. In the beginning, therefore, a reasonable aspiration would be 
to avoid making matters worse, even if this may seem unambitious and 
require the tacit acknowledgement that mistakes have indeed been made. 
Ill-judged US military operations on the ground, like that on 3 September, 
appear to have been suspended. But there should be no doubt that, were 
they to be resumed in similar circumstances, Pakistani security forces could 
well retaliate against the ‘invaders’, which could have devastating political 
consequences in the country.

Both the avoidance of political error and the achievement of any progress 
will require a strategy towards Pakistan that takes account of the country’s 
management and governance as a whole. The first requirement, therefore, 

It is unlikely 
that the 
country is on 
the brink of 
state failure
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will be for the United States to develop and then publicise an approach 
towards Pakistan which is essentially benign and designed to help across 
the broad range of challenges described above. But this should not take the 
form of blank cheques for unmonitored and uncontrolled expenditure. Nor 
would the security situation allow for any significant deployment on the 
ground of Western development administrators who, in traditional devel-
opment-cooperation relationships, would normally monitor projects and 
programmes, control expenditure and ensure good practice. This points 
to a need to develop imaginative and enhanced roles for the international 
financial institutions, who might be better placed to recruit and deploy 
indigenous administrators, and to craft contracting and accounting mecha-
nisms which may be more manageable in the local environment than the 
strict rules normally required by donor governments.

Legislation sponsored by US Senators Joe Biden (before he became vice 
president) and Richard Lugar, currently before the US Congress, envisages 
the provision of $1.5 billion per year for five years, with a possible extension, 
to be devoted to non-military sectors.11 If enacted, this would undoubtedly 
help. But it is unlikely to be sufficient. 

In short, it is necessary to demonstrate that every effort will be made 
to bring about improvements to ordinary Pakistanis’ well-being, and that 
these efforts will be sustained and not subject to short-term political expe-
diencies or personalities. Counterpart efforts will be equally essential, if 
any such partnership is to be truly effective, to improve the transparency 
in the use of donors’ funding. Priorities should include strengthening areas 
of governance such as the judiciary and the electoral system, and enhanc-
ing social and economic sectors including employment-creation, education, 
primary healthcare, water management and storage, and energy supply and 
management.

At the same time and in the light of past experience, friends of Pakistan 
would do well not to be too prescriptive in dealing with Pakistan’s complex 
political scene. If Zardari’s political star were to fall, the current working 
assumption is that his leadership, in some form or other, would be replaced 
by that of Nawaz Sharif. In view of the failings of Sharif’s previous leader-
ship, there are grounds for concerns about such a prospect. Responding to 
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popular sentiment, he may be expected to be cautious about alignment with 
the United States and, as in the past, have closer relationships with religious 
groupings than does the centre-left PPP. Nor can there be any certainty that 
he has learned from the mistakes of the past. But that is equally true of 
Zardari, about whom there are other grounds for concern. For all his past 
and possibly present shortcomings, Sharif is no revolutionary and may be 
expected to adopt a pragmatic approach. His stated priorities for the issues 
which need attention and reform exhibit a clearer focus than in the past and 
offer some hope that his leadership would extend beyond mere politicking 
and the maximisation of power.

It is also tempting to hope that the two leaders might come to recognise 
that the seriousness of the challenges Pakistan now faces call for them to 
work round their differences. Even if they proved unable to re-form a coali-
tion, it could be hugely beneficial if they were to cooperate over issues on 
which they have a broad measure of agreement and make use of the totality 
of the talent and experience which exists within their respective parties. It 
would indeed be a mark of statesmanship if each were to give the lie to the 
general assumption that Islamabad is not big enough for both of them.
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