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Away from the spotlight on the Arab revolutions, trouble is brewing in Pakistan, as a multitude of

internal challenges threaten the stability of the state. Rising radicalization and Islamization of socie-

ty has been encouraged by poor governance, misallocation of state resources, insecurity, a failing

economy, and low development levels. Pakistan’s strategic importance to the region, to the war in

Afghanistan, and in the fight against terrorism renders it an essential asset to Western powers, and

a state that cannot be allowed to fail. 
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Pakistan: a country facing an Islamic insurgency that threatens the very character and

stability of the state; a country well on its way to becoming the fifth (and according to some

sources, the fourth) largest nuclear power in the world;1 a nation plagued by abysmally low

development and economic levels and rapid population growth. A crucial partner in the

worldwide fight against terrorism and America’s main ally in the Afghan war, regional stabil-

ity hinges on the status quo in Pakistan. Amidst the turmoil of the Arab revolutions, trouble

stirs in Pakistan, as steady warning signals remain unnoticed by the world community.  

One of Pakistan’s fatal flaws remains to be the weakness of the state and its sparing

likeness to a democratic polity. Pakistan’s democracy has been greatly corrupted by patron-

age and the prevalence of non-ideological, elitist political parties that reflect few of the pri-

orities of its citizens.2 The judicial system, long crippled by the battle for power between

civilian and military officials,3 possesses relatively little authority and lacks the resources to

effectively deliver justice.4 Moreover, the state has generally been unable to provide basic

social services to significant portions of the population, creating an ideal atmosphere for

burgeoning Islamist organizations and ethnic-based political parties to gain popular sup-

port.5 Increased disillusionment with democracy, the judicial system, and state governance

as a whole have nurtured a passive moral support for conservative and militant Islamic

organizations among Pakistanis.  

The government’s allocation of state resources effectively demonstrates the priorities

of Pakistan’s elite, at the expense of society’s well-being. Above all other concerns,

Pakistan’s insatiable and ever-present insecurity of India has translated into the diversion

of titanic amounts of state resources towards Pakistan’s military capabilities, culminating in

the acquisition of nuclear weapons. In 2009, $4.8 billion, or 2.9% of GDP, was allocated to

the armed forces.6 Furthermore, bolstered by the military’s campaign to tame terrorist

breeding grounds in the Swat Valley and South Waziristan, last year’s defense budget

jumped by 17%.7 The US arguably fuels Pakistan’s overemphasis on the army by provid-

ing billions of dollars in aid towards security since 9/11.

The appalling condition of Pakistan’s internal security forces provides a striking con-

trast to the army. Police forces, meant to combat terrorism within Pakistan’s borders, bare-

ly possess the basic resources needed to protect themselves from harm, let alone to

defend the public against attacks. Officers are often illiterate, lack professional training, and

receive abysmally low salaries for the tasks they must undertake, resulting in a high preva-

lence of corruption and negligence among Pakistan’s police.8 Internal security forces there-

fore generally garner little support from society, while popularity rises for radical Islamists

like the Taliban, who uphold “justice” in areas beyond the reach of the Pakistani state. For

many others, militant groups have become more of a reality than the state, inducing socie-

tal cooperation with terrorists for fear of the consequences of resistance. 

Pakistan’s resource allocation has wrought other, more damaging consequences on

the country’s long-term growth and stability. Bulging military budgets have come at the

expense of investment in human development, and allocations towards health care and

education are incarnated in Pakistan’s male and female illiteracy rates, which stand at 37%

and 64%, respectively. Pakistan ranked 153rd of 186 countries in terms of GDP allotted to

education, and the average Pakistani receives only seven years of education.9 Where the

state fails to educate its youth, madrassas, or religious schools, pick up the slack, promul-

gating a radical, intolerant version of Islam. Consequently, religion has increasingly served

as an outlet to voice frustrations with the status quo, particularly for the young, educated

masses that enjoy few opportunities to better themselves. Rising murders of moderate

Islamist leaders exemplify the radicalization of Pakistani society, which has increasingly

supported the violence.10



w w w . c e m  m i s . e d u . g r                 3

It is arguable that the Pakistani state itself has fostered the rise of radical Islam and

the subsequent Islamization of society. Since Pakistan’s inception, Islam has increasingly

been used as a tool to legitimize inefficient governance and garner public support.11 The

products of Islamization were also manipulated by Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence

(ISI) and the military to promote “national interests”. During the Soviet invasion of

Afghanistan in the 1970s, the ISI played a substantial role in creating, training, and supply-

ing militant Islamist groups to combat the USSR. US and Saudi money and arms were

channeled through Pakistan to embolden the very forces that later pledged to destroy them;

Al-Qaeda and other such groups were then unleashed to promote a hard-line interpretation

of Islam, subduing Pakistan’s more moderate, Hanafi Islam.  

Following the Soviet defeat in Afghanistan, the Pakistani government continued to cul-

tivate close ties with Islamist militant groups. Believing they possessed some control over

their creations, the ISI supported jihadists and the formation of the Taliban in an attempt to

maintain influence over the outcome of the Afghan civil war. At the behest of the ISI, terror-

ist groups were also used as proxies to wage war on India in Kashmir, conducting attacks

on government and civilian targets across India.  What remains to be one of the most prob-

lematic and disturbing aspects of Islamabad’s counterterrorism strategy is the differentia-

tion between “friendly” versus “unfriendly” militants; “unfriendly” terrorists are those who

seek the overthrow of the Pakistani government and pursue attacks on Pakistani soil, while

“friendly” jihadists are generally loyal to the state and wage war on targets outside of

Pakistan, such as India, Afghanistan, and even the United States.  

It is the distinction drawn between militant groups that have led to a deterioration to

the US-Pakistan relations. The recent diplomatic crisis, sparked by the arrest of CIA oper-

ative Raymond Davis, highlights the differences in priorities and objectives of the two

nations. Davis was apprehended for the murder of two men while in pursuit of Lashkar-e-

Taiba, a militant group with close ties to ISI. The incident stimulated public outrage across

Pakistan, culminating in the requested departure of 25-40% of US Special Operations

forces.12

Aside from the surface-level issues related to Pakistani sovereignty, there remains a

deeper conflict to resolve. Pakistan’s military forces have successfully taken control of the

Swat Valley and South Waziristan, but at a high cost, with entire towns decimated in the

fight between the state and militants.  Indeed, the real challenge proved to be after the bat-

tles, where the army has been hard-pressed to reassert law and order in these areas.

Moreover, much remains to be accomplished; terrorist threats emitted from North

Waziristan remain unchecked, a reality that hinders the success of US operations in

Afghanistan. Pakistan, however, has refused to embark into North Waziristan to subvert

jihadist forces, stimulating US mistrust of Pakistani intentions.  Two theories in particular

seek to explain Pakistan’s inaction.  First, Islamabad asserts that its resources have been

stretched too far, therefore it is currently unable to handle a new military campaign. Lessons

learned from the first costly campaign and fears of a unified Islamist opposition have tamed

Pakistan’s gusto for pursuing terrorists, for a war with Islamists could potentially overwhelm

the state. 

A second proposition claims that Pakistan is unwilling to attack forces that are “friend-

ly” or “useful” to the state. The prevalent perception of the US as a temporary player in the

region highlights Pakistani insecurity of its Western partner. Many Pakistanis believe the US

will abandon the Afghan mission without ensuring Afghanistan’s stability, leaving Islamabad

to clean up the mess.13 If Afghanistan was destabilized, Pakistan would be hard-pressed to

restore law and order without close ties to militants groups. US operations against terror-

ists close to the ISI therefore create a diplomatic quarrel difficult to resolve, for at the heart
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of the US-Pakistani relationship lie deeply conflicted interests that rot away at any efforts at

cooperation. Pakistani public opinion of America does little to facilitate collaboration; 60%

of Pakistanis believe the US poses the greatest threat to Pakistan over India and the

Taliban, and the US is portrayed to be the source of Pakistan’s instability.14

It remains to be seen how the recent death of Osama bin Laden at the hands of US

security forces will affect US-Pakistani relations. Pakistan was seemingly uninvolved in the

operation and was notified at the last minute of Washington’s plans, provoking questions

concerning Islamabad’s feelings towards this latest freelance attack on Pakistani soil. Bin

Laden’s death itself inspired a variety of reactions within Pakistan; though the state recog-

nized it as a victory in the war against terror, militant groups and sympathizers vowed to

take their revenge through reprisal attacks.15 Many Pakistanis fear the consequences of bin

Laden’s murder, both from the likelihood of increased violence as well as the speculations

of the international community concerning the ISI’s part in the whole affair.16 The fugitive

was discovered in a city 63 kilometers from Islamabad in near proximity of a prominent mil-

itary academy, and critics assert that elements of the government knew of his whereabouts

and kept him from being captured. Regardless of the state’s role in protecting bin Laden,

the incident will likely have profound consequences for Pakistan, as it has affirmed the

belief that it is a hub for terrorism.17 Undoubtedly, it will exacerbate already tense relations

between Washington and Islamabad by heightening Pakistan’s insecurity of its ally; the turn

of events have inspired debates concerning America’s continued presence in Afghanistan

as well as the safety of Pakistan’s nuclear weapons in a state that seemingly protects ter-

rorists.  

To ensure Pakistan’s long-term growth and security, a number of objectives must be

pursued. Government corruption must be tackled, governance must be extended to all

Pakistani territory, ensuring law and order delivered solely by the state. Only with the estab-

lishment of stability throughout Pakistan can serious gains be made in economic develop-

ment and the building of new businesses and industries. Investments in education, health

care, and other essential social services are also sorely needed to improve the lives of the

people. Specifically, the promotion of a more tolerant version of Islam is essential to com-

bat the intolerance and violence legitimated by religion. Radical Islam has fed on the dis-

content, insecurity and hopelessness of the Pakistani people; only by regaining society’s

trust will the legitimacy of Islamists fade. The war against terrorism is more than a battle of

weapons, but a battle of political, economic, and social ideologies as well. By eroding their

power, the state can also lessen its own reliance on militants to pursue its interests in the

region.

For these crucial steps to be made, the militarization of the state must be reversed by

eliminating Pakistan’s insecurity of two external forces: primarily India and to a lesser extent

the US.  Serious diplomatic efforts to increase trust and transparency must be complement-

ed by stronger economic ties between US and Indian companies and their Pakistani coun-

terparts. Heightened political and economic ties will facilitate economic growth and further

enhance mutual trust and popular support by encouraging the prosperity of all participants.

Specifically, Washington is in an ideal position to contribute to Pakistan’s future; steady

flows of military aid can be geared towards development, thereby improving US popularity

in the region and advancing the fight against terrorism. Great efforts must be taken by the

entire world community to promote the country’s well-being. The stability of the region is

contingent upon the status quo in Pakistan, and the consequences of a volatile Pakistan

will reverberate worldwide. 
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