ILLB. TAURIS

'V 4
MRS
- THE STRUGGLE

- WITH MILITANT
- ISLAM

MERRISABD Telegram & Facebook Group

www.facebook:

‘an important and informed ins



FRONTLINE
PAKISTAN

Join WhatsApp Telegram & Facebook Group

CB OO K, @@E@j‘
A\D)Il\\‘ui‘.‘ N‘ JA\ L”:MEEU/

Tt hataCAnp +72310-5454503
www.facebook.com/groups/458184410965870
Separate Croup For Female



For my mother, Tabira Khatoon,
who gave me the courage to face life bead-on,
and Razia Bbaltti,
who taught me how to write



FRONTLINE
PAKISTAN

THE STRUGGLE
WITH MILITANT ISLAM

ZAHID
HUSSAIN

Join WhatsApp Telegram & Facebook Group
CEOOKYENONCY,
P hataCAop +72310-5454503

www.facebook.com/groups/458184410965870
Separate Group For Female

I.B.TAURIS

I NNNNNN *NEW YORK - J




Published in 2007 by 1.B.Tauris & Co Ltd
6 Salem Road, London W2 4BU

175 Fifth Avenue, New York NY 10010
www.ibtauris.com

In the United States of America and in Canada distributed by
Palgrave Macmillan, a division of St Martin’s Press
175 Fifth Avenue, New York NY 10010

Copyright © Zahid Hussain, 2007

The right of Zahid Hussain to be identified as the author of this work has been
asserted by the author in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act
1988.

All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in a review, this book, or any part
thereof, may not be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or
transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying,
recording or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

ISBN 978 1 84511 266 0

A full CIP record for this book is available from the British Library
A full CIP record for this book is available from the Library of Congress

Library of Congress catalog card: available

Typeset in Quadraat by Steve Tribe, Andover
Printed and bound in Great Britain by CPI, Bath



CONTENTS

Preface vii
Acknowledgements xi
Prologue: Pakistan against Itself 1
1. Pakistan’s Unholy Alliance: The Militants and the Military 12
2. Volte-Face 33
3. Inside Jihad: Army of the Pure 51
4. Nursery for Jihad 76
5. The Conflict Within 89
6. Kashmir: A General on a Tightrope 102
7. The War Comes Home: Al-Qaeda in Pakistan 119
8. The Tribal Warriors 141
9. Rogue in the Ranks: The Nuclear Black Market 154
10. The Siege Within: The Return of the Mullahs 172
11. Fault Lines 185
Timeline 193
Notes 199

Index 215






PREFACE

In February 2002, a mere two years after the President of the USA very
publicly refused to endorse the new military government of Pakistan,
Pakistan’s leader, General Pervez Musharraf, stood up on a platform in
Washington with US Secretary of State for Defense Donald Rumsfeld.
In between the friendly badinage, Rumsfeld looked Musharraf in the
eye and said warmly: ‘Mr. President, we — our country — and indeed
the world — [have] a big stake in your country and your part of the
world, and we wish you well in your important work.’

The dramatic turn of events in the aftermath of 9/11 pushed Pakistan
into a new spotlight. From being an international outcast for its long-
standing support of the Taliban and militant cross-border insurgents in
Kashmir, Pakistan became the key strategic partner of America’s war on
terror. The same military leaders who had facilitated jihadist networks
to fight their proxy wars in Afghanistan and Kashmir, and who may
well have turned a blind eye to the illegal sale of nuclear materials, are
now being touted as the US’s regional standard bearers.

General Musharraf, the man responsible for this astonishing volte-
face, has had to walk a fine line between a military reluctant to break
entirely with its radical clients and his status as America’s key strategic
partner in the region. Since he took the fateful decision to throw in
his lot with the Americans, Musharraf has been a marked man. Islamic
militants once trained by Pakistan’s formidable spymasters, the Inter-
Services Intelligence (ISI) have turned their guns onto the military
leader they saw as having betrayed the jihad.
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In fact, as this book explores, Musharraf’s decision to forge a
partnership with America meant taking Pakistan to war with itself.
The outcome of this struggle will affect not only the fate of Pakistan,
but the ideological climate of the Middle East, and the security of
the world. It is a war which is rarely examined in any depth, as too
many observers both in and outside Pakistan seem content to take the
symbolic theatre of Pakistani politics at face value. The narrative which
both Musharraf and his American allies are so anxious to promulgate
— that the Pakistani government is ‘cracking down’ on ¢ihadist
elements’ — belies the disturbing reality that jihadists have as much
if not more power over Pakistani society than Musharraf himself. As
the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan proceed ever more savagely, and as
more and more western cities, including London, experience jihadist
terror, Musharraf’s idiosyncratic ‘war on terror’ takes on momentous
significance.

Covering the fast-unravelling events have been the most testing of
times for me as a journalist. Reporting is never easy in any conflict zone,
but it was much harder in the politically complex climate of the region
after 9/11, when strategic relationships were turned on their head, and the
gap between official rhetoric and reality on the ground was so large.

On 8 November 2001, just four weeks into the US-led coalition forces
air strikes in Afghanistan, T sneaked inside the Afghan border as part of a
humanitarian organization, disguised as a doctor. The embattled Taliban
regime had banned foreign journalists and even the slightest suspicion
could have landed me in serious trouble. The risk was huge, but so was
the scoop. I remember receiving frantic calls on my way to the Torkhum
border, from The Times deputy editor Preston and foreign editor Bronwen
Maddox, who were worried about my safety. Though not fully convinced
by my decision, they nevertheless assured me of complete support.

The day-long stay in the war zone was, indeed, the most dangerous
venture in my entire journalistic career. The trip was also the most
revealing. Whilst the Pakistani government was pledging its support
for the US war on the Taliban, I witnessed thousands of Pakistanis
pouring into the south-eastern city of Jalalabad in response to Osama
bin Laden’s call to arms. In their flowing shalwar and kameez, they
stood out instantly. The youngest and most fervent had already been
dispatched to the front. The older men who had lived their lives in
Pakistan’s lawless frontier waited for their marching orders. The Taliban
were routed a week later, but the war on terror was far from over. One
year later, I met Taliban fighters on Pakistan’s north-western borders
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waiting for the call from their leaders to join the resistance against the
occupying troops.

After 9/11, 1 closely followed the hunt for al-Qaeda leaders and
travelled many times to Pakistan’s lawless Waziristan tribal region to
report on the military operation against the militants. One of the world’s
most difficult terrains, it has become the new base for international
terrorism and a possible lair for bin Laden and Zawahiri. Thousands
of Pakistani troops have been locked in an impossible war in this
high mountainous region against the fiercely independent tribesmen
refusing to hand over their foreign ‘guests’.

Direct interaction with the jihadist groups has provided me with a
unique insight into their operations and their links with the Pakistani
military. T have encountered hundreds of Islamic fighters over the
years, many of them in their teens, eager to achieve martyrdom. I met
the radical Islamic leaders, who believe that jihad was the only way
to end the oppression of Muslims across the world and establish the
dominance of Islam. They were the product of Islamic madrassas as
well as secular educational institutions.

As luck had it, on several occasions I happened to be in the right
place at the right time, which gave me a rare insight into some of
the most important events. I was present at Kandahar airport on 31
December 2000 when Masood Azhar, one of Pakistan’s most feared
militant leaders, and Ahmed Omar Saeed Sheikh, the British-born
militant, were exchanged to secure the release of passengers of an
Indian Airlines plane hijacked by Kashmiri militants. A week later, I
happened to see Azhar resurfacing in Karachi and delivering a vitriolic
speech from the pulpit of a mosque. The nexus between the militants
and Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence was only too obvious.

Interviews with General Musharraf (who I have interviewed several
times since he took over power, including an exhaustive session in
January 2002 for a Newsweek cover story) and other senior Pakistani
military and civilian leaders have provided me with a valuable insight
into the new face of the Pakistan-US alliance.

It was because of all these experiences that I wanted to write a
book which showed the reality of Pakistan’s ‘war on terror’. Frontline
Pakistan is the result. I hope that it fills in some of the gaps left by the
official version of events.

The book is divided into three parts. The first part looks at how
Musharraf came to throw in his lot with the Americans after 9/11, and
why this was such a momentous decision. The second part uncovers
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the forces ranged against him: the jihadists and their allies. The third
part looks at the battle between them — how it is being fought and
who is winning.
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PROLOGUE

PAKISTAN
AGAINST ITSELF

rom the tinted glass window of his speeding Mercedes Benz,

President Musharraf could see a van racing towards his motorcade
from the opposite side of the road, crushing to death a policeman who
tried to block its way. It was a national holiday on 25 December 2003,
and the road was deserted. Within seconds the van blew up with a
huge explosion after hitting a security car at the tail end of the convoy.
It was dark all around. The driver involuntarily pressed the brakes.
‘Accelerate. Don’t stop,” the President shouted at him. The car had
moved just 150 yards when another vehicle rammed into the car just
behind him detonating 60 pounds of high explosives. The President’s
car was trapped between the two explosions. Three of the tyres on the
armour-plated presidential Mercedes were burst by the impact. Blood
and body parts covered the vehicle. The driver pressed the accelerator
and drove home on a single tyre.! The assailant almost got him. ‘It
was very close,” the President later recalled. He was saved, perhaps,
because a third bomber could not reach the assigned place in time.

It was the second attempt on Musharraf’s life in less than two
weeks. Both attempts had taken place in Rawalpindi, the seat of the
Pakistani military headquarters. The fact that explosives were placed
under a bridge along the route of Musharraf’s motorcade, and that the
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terrorists’ vehicles were able to access his convoy in a zone where,
supposedly, not the slightest movement could escape detection, was
baftling. The assailants chose the same spot for both attacks. The route
was used nearly every day by General Musharraf as he travelled from
his residence to his presidential offices in Islamabad. Security was
always tight when he travelled, with roads closed to allow his long
motorcade to pass rapidly. It was even more vigilant on that day as
Pakistan’s tiny Christian community celebrated Christmas. In both the
attempts it was clear that the perpetrators had the assistance of experts
and were given tracking and other devices not usually available to
local terrorists. Having travelled to Islamabad hours before for a dinner
he had hosted, Musharraf attributed his survival to ‘Allah’s blessings,
his mother’s prayers and the nation’s goodwill’.?

There was little doubt, however, about who was behind the attack.
Professionally planned, it bore all the hallmarks of international
terrorists, for whom General Musharraf had been a marked man. By
official admission, it was the fourth attempt on General Musharraf’s
life since 13 September 2001, when he decided to throw Pakistan’s lot
in with the US war on terror. By unofficial accounts this might even
have been the fifth or sixth such attempt. The General had been the
bete noire of many people and groups out there, but especially the
Islamist extremists.

Musharraf had put his own survival at stake by deciding to curb
Islamic militancy after 9/11. Security around him had been tightened.
His movements were kept secret and his travel route often changed
because of growing fears of his meeting the fate of Anwar Sadat, the
Egyptian President who was assassinated by an Islamic militant after
he made peace with Israel. The President became one of the most
stringently protected men in the world. All traffic was stopped on his
travel routes at least half an hour before he passed. The entire route
was cleared by bomb disposal squads. But when it came to suicide
bombing coordinated by insiders, one could not do much.

The assassination attempts right in the centre of Army Headquarters
could not have been possible without inside contacts. The country’s
intelligence agencies could not possibly be unaware of the identity
of the groups and their ringleaders. Musharraf had tried to rein in
his intelligence organizations, but with mixed results. Some of the
‘ideologized’ operatives were sidelined, but many more remained
in important places from where they could continue to help the
militants. It eventually emerged that it was soon after the US attack on
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Afghanistan in October 2001 that some 20 Islamic militants, many of
them Afghan and Kashmir war veterans, had gathered at a house in
Islamabad to discuss a plan to assassinate Musharraf for allying with
the United States. The meeting was apparently organized by Ahmed
Omar Saeed Sheikh and Amjad Hussain Farooqi, the two protaganists
of the December 1999 hijacking of an Indian Airlines plane. Among
the participants were two Pakistani army soldiers belonging to the
elite special force.?

It was hard to believe that the man they sought to kill had once been
the doyenne of the jihadists and their allies in the military intelligence
service. I firstmet General Musharrafathis official residence: a sprawling
white colonial mansion in the middle of Rawalpindi cantonment, ten
days after the coup which brought him to power in October 1999. His
piquant sense of humour, frankness and affable personality came as
a marked contrast to General Mohammad Zia ul-Haq, the last military
strongman who ruled the crisis-ridden country from 1977 to 1988.
Unlike the austere General Zia, Musharraf was known for a certain
flamboyance in dress and a penchant for music and dancing. He was
an officer of the old school with a secular bent. General Musharraf
provoked strong reactions from radical Islamists when he appeared
in public holding his two poodles. He came across as a moderate and
pragmatic man as he talked about the problems and challenges faced
by his new government. Known as a consummate soldier’s soldier,
he clearly enjoyed being at the helm of political power of the world’s
most ungovernable nation. ‘It is a tough job, but the feeling of being in
charge when having the confidence makes it enjoyable,” he asserted.*

His confidence had certainly been boosted by the public euphoria
that greeted his coup and the milder than expected international
reaction. General Musharraf, who described himself as a ‘reluctant
coup maker’, made it very clear that there was no question of the
country soon returning to democracy.

Musharraf’s background bears all the hallmarks of the maverick yet
intensely driven politician he was to become. The second of three sons,
Musharraf was born into a middle-class family of Delhi that migrated
to Pakistan after the partition in August 1947. The family was settled in
Karachi where his father was a foreign ministry employee. His mother
was a rarity for her era, an educated Muslim working woman, who had
a long career with the International Labour Organization. Musharraf
received his army commission in 1964.> He almost got thrown out for
indiscipline a few months later. He subsequently faced court martial
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as a second lieutenant for another disciplinary infringement. The
proceedings were stopped because of the war with India in 1965. A
gallantry award saved him from the court martial. He received another
gallantry award in 1971. Despite his performance, his indiscipline
almost brought his career to an end again as a lieutenant colonel. ‘My
rise to the post of army chief is a miracle,” Musharraf admitted.®

General Musharraf was serving as a corps commander at Mangla’
when he was invited by the then Prime Minister, Nawaz Sharif, to take
over the army command. Sharif had already been ousted from power
by his army chief once, and was determined not to let it happen again.
The obvious candidate for the head of the army would have been Lt.-
General Ali Quli Khan, a powerful Pashtun who belonged to one of
Pakistan’s most influential political families. But precisely because of
this strong power base Sharif was reluctant to choose him. The Sand-
hurst-trained General had also won Sharif’s disfavour because of his
closeness to General Waheed Kakar, the army chief who had forced
Sharif to quit during his first term in office in 1993. Musharraf, a rela-
tive outsider and Mohajir (a minority ethnic group) rather than Pash-
tun, suited Sharif’s purposes much better. Or so he thought. It did not
take much time for Musharraf to show that he was nobody’s man.

As Chief of Army Staff, Musharraf presided over an undercover
military operation with far-reaching consequences, which was kept
secret from the Prime Minister. When Indian troops took their annual
winter season retreat from the icy Kargil peaks of Indian-occupied
Kashmir in May 1999, the Pakistani military took up their abandoned
positions. This caused a terrifying escalation in India-Pakistan tensions,
and Sharif, taken by surprise, had to make humiliating concessions
insisted upon by President Clinton to avoid a full-scale war. This left
him very weak domestically.

In a desperate attempt to reduce the tension between the civil
leadership in Islamabad and the military leadership in Rawalpindi,
Sharif gave General Musharraf the additional charge of Chairman of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff Committee and assured the General that he
did not have any intention to fire him. It was almost certainly a ploy
to put Musharraf off guard. Musharraf did not take the bait and instead
provocatively sacked a senior corps commander for meeting the Prime
Minister without his permission.

Despite the rising tensions, it seemed to General Musharraf that
the situation was under control when he accepted a long-standing
invitation from the chief of the Sri Lankan army in October 1999. The
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month before, the army top brass had decided on a contingency plan
to move in if the Prime Minister decided to fire their chief. Musharraf
appointed his loyalist Brigadier Salahuddin Satti as the commander
of the pivotal 111 Brigade, which was responsible for the security
of Islamabad. In the event of a military takeover, the brigade was
the first to move. Military Intelligence kept a close watch on Sharif’s
movements. Musharraf had complete faith in his commanders. ‘You
don’t have to worry. Everything is under control,” he was reassured by
General Aziz, Chief of General Staff as he left for Sri Lanka.?

On the return flight, Musharraf busied himself jotting down notes
on how the army could contribute to the country’s governance. As
the plane entered Pakistani airspace, the link with the control tower
at Karachi airport crackled to life with an inexplicable message that
the flight be diverted to some other airport outside Pakistan. At 6.50
pm, Brigadier Taj told Musharraf that the pilot wanted to talk to him.
In the cockpit, Captain Sarwat informed him of the radio message.
‘That is when I knew that something had gone wrong and presumed
it was concerning me,” Musharraf later recalled.” It was perhaps the
most testing time for the war-hardened soldier during his thirty-five-
year army career.

The Prime Minister himself was flying back to Islamabad from Punjab
at around 2 pm, about the time that General Musharraf was boarding
his flight in Colombo. He was said to be visibly preoccupied during
the flight. Retired Lt.-General Iftikhar Ali Khan, Defense Secretary,
was at the airport to receive the Prime Minister. On the way to PM
House, Sharif informed him that he had decided to fire Musharraf.
A dumbfounded Ali asked if he should not wait for Musharraf to
return. ‘No, I have decided to appoint General Ziauddin as the new
chief,’ the Prime Minister replied.'” Being a former senior army officer,
General Iftikhar Ali Khan could foresee the repercussions. But Sharif
had decided to take a calculated gamble. Only a year earlier, he had
forced another army chief, General Jehangir Karamat, to resign, and
he felt confident enough to do it a second time. He wanted the new
army chief to take over while Musharraf was still airborne. At 5 pm he
issued the orders for the appointment of General Ziauddin. The fateful
decision set the army’s contingency plan rolling.

Lt.-General Mahmood Ahmed, the corps commander at Rawalpindi,
and Lt.-General Mohammed Aziz, Chief of General Staff, were playing
tennis when they heard about Sharif’s decision. The two generals rushed
to the General Headquarters to mobilize their forces for the counter
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coup. The situation was delicately balanced. Loyalties were not clearly
defined. Entrenched in the PM House, General Ziauddin was issuing
orders and making new appointments. He was desperately trying
to garner the support of the commanders He sacked both General
Aziz and General Mahmood. But it was too late. Brigadier Satti’s 111
Brigade had already moved to seal the PM House. There was utter
confusion in the country as the state-controlled Pakistan Television
went off the air. Within an hour it became increasingly apparent that
Sharif was losing the battle. But he was not prepared to give up. He
was constantly in touch with civil aviation officials in Karachi, urging
them not to let the PK 805 land. The endgame depended on the fate
of General Musharraf. If he was kept out of the country, most of the
commanders might accept the change, he believed.

At Karachi airport there was confusion among the army officers,
who were there to receive the chief. Several times the flags from
the staff car were removed and then replaced. The civil aviation
authorities switched off the landing lights and blocked the runway
with fire trucks. It was only at about 7.20 pm that the army from the
nearby Malir cantonment moved in and seized control of the airport
and the air control tower. Musharraf was totally clueless as to what was
going on below, as the plane, with just thirty minutes of fuel left, was
diverted to Nawabshah, a small airport some 200 miles from Karachi.
It was then that Major-General Malik Iftikhar; the commanding officer,
came on the line and requested Musharraf to turn back to Karachi.
‘Sir, the situation is all right. We have taken over,” the officer said.!!
Musharraf was still not sure about the situation as the plane landed.
He insisted on speaking to General Usmani, the local commander,
before disembarking from the plane. The endgame came smoothly.
The military takeover was complete as night fell.

By March 2000, Sharif was in jail. Sharif’s jail term was, however,
cut short when Musharraf, under pressure from the Saudi government
commuted his sentence and sent him in exile to Jeddah. It was still
pitch dark on 10 December 2000 when the former Prime Minister
was taken from his prison cell in the sixteenth-century military fort of
Attock, some 40 miles from the capital, and whisked away in a Saudi
embassy black Mercedes.!? A government announcement at midnight
said that, under the terms agreed with General Musharraf, Sharif’s life
sentence stood commuted, but he would have to forfeit $8.3 million in
property and stay out of politics for the next 21 years. In a nationwide
TV address a few days later, General Musharraf justified his decision,
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saying that he wanted to end the politics of hatred. But in the same
breath he warned that the exiled family would not be allowed to return
to the country for ten years.

Although Sharif’s release from jail came about as a result of the
efforts of the Saudi royal family, the move had strong American
backing. The Clinton administration had been hugely indebted to
Sharif for his cooperation, particularly in the efforts to capture Osama
bin Laden. A few months before the coup, he had promised to deliver
the Saudi fugitive to the USA and crack down on Islamic militants. The
USA had paid $25 million to the Sharif government to help the ISI to
raise a commando force to capture bin Laden. The Pakistani leader
had earlier won American support for his move to normalize relations
with India and pull out Pakistani troops from Kargil. It did not come as
surprise when Washington quickly hailed the amnesty."

Ironically, the man who usurped America’s most pliant ally in the
region on a wave of nationalist feeling, would within a few years of
taking command, stake his power — and his life — on support for the
USA’s foreign policy.

The 12 October coup was yet another episode of the Pakistani
soap opera of alternation between authoritarian rule by an elected
government and authoritarian rule by a self-appointed leader from
the army. Most Pakistanis were disillusioned with the ineptitude
of successive civilian leaders, and welcomed the military takeover,
though warily. General Musharraf had stepped into a situation that
had not been faced by past military rulers: a nation armed with nuclear
weapons falling apart as a result of worsening ethnic and sectarian
violence. Years of financial mismanagement and rampant corruption
had pushed the country to the brink of bankruptcy.

It was, however, a military takeover with a difference. Musharraf
appeared like a ‘benevolent dictator’, allowing both a free press and
political freedom. He did not impose martial law or use coercive means
to silence the political opposition. He called himself Chief Executive.
An admirer of the father of the modern secular state of Turkey, Mustafa
Kemal Ataturk, he presented himself as a reformist, promising to take
Pakistan on a liberal course. The General appeared more in the mould
of the first Pakistani military ruler, Field Marshal Ayub Khan, ' than
the most recent, General Zia.

He received widespread approbation when, in his first major policy
speech, he announced his seven-point agenda, which included the
eradication of Islamic extremism and sectarianism. He pledged to undo
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General Zia’s radical legacy by transforming Pakistan into a moderate
Muslim state. The liberal profile of his cabinet, comprising western
educated professionals, had raised hopes for better governance and a
clean administration. The liberal image was also necessary to win the
support of the international community, wary of the spread of Islamic
extremism in the region. But his policies were full of paradoxes.

The inconsistencies of Musharraf’s position were revealed in his first
major policy battle with the Islamists. Musharraf found himself pitted
against the hardline Islamic groups when in April 2000 he moved
to change the notorious Blasphemy Law, enforced as part of the
Islamization process in 1981 by General Zia’s military rule. Under the
law anyone could be imprisoned merely on the basis of an accusation
of defiling the image of the Prophet Mohammed or desecrating the
Qur'an. The law that carried the death sentence had long become
the handiest instrument for mullahs to persecute rivals, particularly
members of the Christian community and the liberals."

Musharraf had promised to bring about some procedural changes
in the filing of blasphemy cases. Under the proposed amendment,
cases could be registered only after an investigation by the local
administrations. Just the prospect of minor procedural change inflamed
religious activists who used the proposed amendment to launch an
attack on the Musharraf government. Thousands of Islamic activists
poured onto the streets of Karachi and other cities, vowing to defend
Islamic laws. Pakistan’s financial and commercial capital looked like
a city under siege with the Islamists on the rampage, bringing normal
life to a halt for several days in the second week of May 2000.

It was the first major test for Musharraf as he tried to move the
country away from General Zia’s orthodox Islamic legacy. But he beat
a hasty retreat under the pressure and withdrew the amendment. The
backtracking on the blasphemy issue was a serious blow to his cred-
ibility. ‘One step forward and one step back’ was to become a charac-
teristic of Musharraf’s approach while dealing with the issue of Islamic
extremism. The military government’s defensive attitude further em-
boldened the religious extremists who upped the ante by demanding
enforcement of what they described as a complete Islamic system.

The most alarming aspect of the situation in the first years of
Musharraf’s rule was the growing assertiveness of jihadist organizations
in Pakistan’s domestic politics. Their increasing influence was quite
evident during the violence on the blasphemy issue. Hundreds of
their gun-wielding activists joined the protesters. These groups, which
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had been fighting in Kashmir and Afghanistan, were deeply entwined
with the Pakistani intelligence service, the ISI, and for that reason the
military was not willing to take them on. The military government’s
dividedness on domestic issues and its support for Islamic militancy in
Kashmir contributed to a state of confusion and inertia.

The blasphemy issue also exposed divisions within the military
leadership. Some members of the junta, who were often described
as 4ihadist generals’, were openly sympathetic to hardline Islamic
groups. They were opposed to any move to change Islamic laws.
The two decades of war in Afghanistan and conflict in Kashmir had
produced men at arms who considered themselves soldiers of Islam.
The confused and conflicting policies indicated that there existed
multiple power centres in the country.

The uncertain political situation was conducive to the rise of
extremist and conservative Islamic elements. The jihadist groups that
the military government supported and the sectarian outfits that it
claimed it wanted to wipe out overlapped. The jihadists behaved like
paramilitaries, swaggering about with automatic weapons in public.
Religious schools — madrasas — proliferated by the thousands.

The military coup had brought to power the military officers
who had authored the ill-fated Kargil operation in May 1999. Once
in power, Musharraf himself pursued a more aggressive policy on
Kashmir and stepped up support for the Kashmiri militants. Despite
his professed secularist agenda, General Musharraf equated support
for their cause with support for the mujahidin (holy warriors) against
the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan. The resultant tension between
India and Pakistan was further heightened at the end of 1999, with the
hijacking of an Indian Airlines jet en route from Kathmandu, Nepal, to
New Delhi. The suspected involvement of the ISI in the hijacking had
almost led to Washington declaring Pakistan a terrorist state.

There was a perceptible toughening in the tenor of senior American
officials who visited Islamabad in January 2000, as they asked Pakistani
military leaders to curb Islamic militant organizations perpetrating
terrorism. The message was starkly clear: that Pakistan faced the
imminent threat of being put on the list of nations sponsoring terrorism
unless it heeded the American demand of banning the Harkat-ul-
Mujahideen (HuM), ' which Washington believed was responsible
for the Indian Airlines hijacking.'”

It was not the first time that the USA had conveyed its serious concern
over Pakistan and Afghanistan becoming a hub for Islamic extremist
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groups involved in terrorist activities worldwide. The pressure had
intensified, particularly after the hijacking and the arrest of several
Islamic militants in the USA, Jordan and other countries with alleged
links in Afghanistan and Pakistan. In early 2000, Karl Inderfurth, the
US Assistant Secretary of State, told Pakistani leaders that the US
administration was particularly concerned about the links between
the ISI and HuM, the militant Kashmir liberation group. Although US
officials stopped short of reading the riot act, the warning was clear.
The military government was told that Pakistan’s failure to curb Islamic
militants might lead to stern action by the USA, including stoppage of
all financial lending from the World Bank and the IMF."®

Musharraf rejected US allegations that the Islamic organizations
fighting in Kashmir were terrorists, or working under the patronage
of the ISI. He insisted that a differentiation should be made between
terrorists and freedom fighters. The differences between Islamabad and
Washington further increased, after Karl Inderfurth repeated the US
demand for the banning of HuM at a press conference in Islamabad.

Musharraf managed to deflect these demands without overtly
rejecting them. He was at this stage concerned above all else
with consolidating his power base domestically. This was made
abundantly clear in July 2001 when he shed his ambiguous title of
Chief Executive and assumed the Presidency. Casting off his military
uniform, he donned a black sherwani as he took the oath of his new
office amidst much pomp and show at Islamabad’s grand, white
marble presidential palace. The atmosphere in the Darbar hall was
visibly sullen. The cabinet ministers and senior government officials
present at the ceremony had only learned of Musharraf’s imminent
oath-taking through the morning newspapers. Ambassadors from the
USA and European countries were conspicuous by their absence."
It was almost a second coup. Musharraf had appointed himself the
country’s President replacing Rafiq Tarrar, the last vestige of the ousted
elected government. The fate of the Parliament, which had remained
under suspension for almost two years, was also sealed through an
administrative order dissolving it.

The decision to assume the role of President was kept secret even
from the corps commanders and the cabinet until the day before his
swearing-in. Only three generals, the ISI chief, Lt.-General Mahmood
Ahmed, Chief of General Staff, Lt.-General Mohammed Yousuf and
his Chief of Army Staff, Lt.-General Ghulam Ahmed, were in the loop.
Pakistan’s Foreign Minister, Abdul Sattar, was visibly embarrassed
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when he heard about the development back home as he came out of
a meeting with US Secretary of State, Colin Powell, in Washington.?

Musharraf’'s assumption of the presidency provoked strong
condemnation from the United States and other western countries, who
believed the move would lead Pakistan further away from democracy.
The development came just as the Bush administration was sending
signals indicating its desire to improve relations with Pakistan and lift
some of the sanctions placed on it following the nuclear tests. ‘That
process may be stalled at least for the time being,’ commented a
senior official. The Commonwealth, which had suspended Pakistan’s
membership after the coup, also warned of a tougher stance.

But as things turned out, the crisis unleashed by the events of 11
September provided Musharraf with an opportunity to end Pakistan’s
and his own isolation. The ‘you’re either with us or you're against us’
mentality of the Bush administration gave him little choice but to take
it. He did so with gusto. By joining the US ‘war on terror’, Pakistan
once again took centre-stage in the international limelight, much as
it had after the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. Formerly ostracized
as a military dictator, Musharraf became a valued friend to the West.
He promised to steer Pakistan away from its long and troubled drift
towards Islamic fundamentalism and extremism.

Policy was one thing, reality quite another. The forces ranged against
Musharraf were not only non-state actors, but also their allies in the
powerful military establishment. Musharraf, the ultimate operator, had,
as he discovered on that day in December 2003, very limited space in
which to manoeuvre.



1

PAKISTAN’S
UNHOLY ALLIANCE

THE MILITANTS
AND THE MILITARY

he heavily guarded, high-walled concrete structure right in the heart

of Islamabad has no signboard. But everyone in the capital knows
that the sprawling compound surrounded by barbed wire houses the
Directorate for Inter-Services Intelligence (ISD). The spy agency has
been the country’s big brother. It is powerful, ubiquitous and has
functioned with so much autonomy from the central government that
it has almost become a state within a state. It is not only responsible
for intelligence gathering, but also acts as a determinant of Pakistan’s
foreign policy and a vehicle for its implementation. For every civilian
and military government, control of the ISI was seen as crucial to
maintaining a firm grip on power. The agency had been so powerful
for so long that it played by its own rules. Its various heads had
contrasting profiles, but emerged among the most powerful figures
in the country’s establishment. For years they ran semi-independent
operations in Afghanistan and Kashmir and helped to form and topple
civilian governments.

For more than two decades the ISI had sponsored Islamic militancy
to carry out its secret wars. It was a crucial partner in the CIA’s biggest
covert operation ever, one that forced the Soviet Union to pull out
of Afghanistan and served as a catalyst to the disintegration of the
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communist superpower. In Afghanistan, as well as Kashmir, the
agency discovered the effectiveness of covert warfare as a method
of bleeding a stronger adversary, while maintaining the element of
plausible deniability. The ISI falls directly within Pakistan’s military
chain of command and had also served as an instrument for promoting
the military’s domestic political agenda and the guardian of its self-
professed ‘ideological frontiers’ of the country. Almost all IST officers
are regular military personnel, who are rotated in and out for a fixed
tenure. However, there have been some exceptions.

The export of jihad sponsored by the ISI had its blowback. It had
allowed the Islamists a huge space for their activities. State patronage,
in the form of an ‘unholy alliance’ between the military and the mullahs,
resulted in an unprecedented rise of radical Islam. The ISI had helped
to create much of the Islamic militancy and religious extremism that
Musharraf was confronted with. That unholy alliance had been a major
factor in the country’s drift to Islamic fundamentalism.

Founded in 1948 by a British army officer, Major-General R.
Cawthome, then Deputy Chief of Army Staff in Pakistan, the agency
was initially charged with performing all intelligence tasks at home
and abroad. Its scope of operation extended to all areas related to
national security. Until the 1960s, the ISI largely remained an obscure
organization that confined itself to playing its specified role. But in the
mid 1970s its scope was expanded to domestic politics. Ironically, it
was a civilian leader, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto! who created the ISI’s internal
wing which played a critical role in the ousting of his government
a few years later. It was to cast its heavy shadow over the country’s
politics in later years.

A charismatic and populist leader, Bhutto took over a humiliated
military and a brutally truncated Pakistan in search of a new identity,
following the Indian-supported secession of East Pakistan (now
Bangladesh), in 1971. The country had been dismembered by civil
war and Indian military action. It was no longer the country created by
Mohammed Ali Jinnah.? The Pakistan that emerged from the ashes of
defeat required a different geopolitical orientation. A revolt by young
Turks in the army in the aftermath of a humiliating defeat in the war had
forced the military ruler, General Yahya Khan, ? to hand over power to
Bhutto. His legitimacy was rooted in the country’s first democratically
held elections in 1970. Bhutto’s socialist Pakistan People’s Party had
swept the fateful polls in the western wing of then-united Pakistan,
trouncing the right-wing Islamic parties.
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The scion of a feudal family of Sindh and a former foreign minister,
Bhutto was seen as the savior of the new Pakistan. He successfully
negotiated with India the release of 90,000 troops taken prisoner by
Indian forces. He had come to power with the largest support base of
any Pakistani leader since the inception of the country in 1947. But he
failed to sustain the confidence of the nation. Bhutto was ideally placed
to put into practice the objective of social democracy and develop
secular ideas and institutions. But it did not happen. Bhutto’s strategy
was to bring the disparate elements of this divided society together
through a kind of Islamic nationalism, which was then supposed to
create the cohesion and stability necessary for socialist economic
reforms, but unfortunately all Bhutto succeeded in doing was to
rehabilitate religious extremism. Under pressure from the religious
parties whose cooperation they were courting, Bhutto’s government
increased the religious content in school syllabuses and, succumbing
to pressure from Saudi Arabia as well as to the demands of religious
parties, declared the Ahmedis, an Islamic sect, to be non-Muslim.* This
apparently minor action had long-term implications for the country as
it fuelled Islamic zealotry and sharpened the sectarian divide. Bhutto’s
attempt to co-opt religious elements merely emboldened them, and
eventually the clergy joined hands with their traditional ally, the
military, to plot the overthrow of his government.

Bhutto’s attempt to establish an authoritarian rule led him to rely more
and more on the coercive apparatus of the state and the intelligence
agencies. Bhutto did little to strengthen democratic institutions and
to make the process of democratic reform irreversible. Instead, his
entire effort was aimed at promoting a personalized rule. He did not
trust anyone. Given his overwhelming paranoia and insecurity, Bhutto
geared up the ISI to keep surveillance not only on his opponents,
but also on his own party men and cabinet ministers. The agency
kept dossiers on politicians, bureaucrats, judges and anyone else
considered important.

The collapse of democratic institutions and the Constitution’s loss
of sanctity created a vacuum of authority that provided a favourable
condition for the Bonapartist generals. Bhutto’s use of the army to crush
the uprising in Pakistan’s western province of Balochistan provided an
opportunity to the military to reassert itself in the country’s politics.
Bhutto’s politics of expediency and attempts to appease the country’s
religious lobby allowed the Islamists, who were routed in the 1971
elections, to revive themselves. A nationwide agitation, led by right-



Pakistan’s Unholy Alliance 15

wing Islamic parties in the aftermath of the controversial elections in
1977, shook his government. In a desperate attempt to appease the
Islamists, Bhutto prohibited the sale and use of alcoholic beverages,
banned gambling and closed down nightclubs. But the die had already
been cast.

Bhutto had handpicked General Zia ul-Haq, a lesser-known officer,
for the post of army chief in 1976 over the heads of half a dozen senior
officers, believing he did not have any personal ambitions. General
Zia was a devout Muslim and Bhutto thought he would never betray
his trust. Once elevated to the top position, the General did not take
much time to develop secret contacts with hardline religious groups
and conspired with them to overthrow his benefactor.

On 5 July 1977, a bloodless military coup brought an end to Bhutto’s
six-and-a-half-year civilian rule. There was a complete convergence
of interests between the Islamists and the military leadership which
had ousted the Bhutto government. Several accounts of Bhutto’s last
days in power revealed that Major-General Ghulam Jilani, Bhutto’s
handpicked chief of the ISI, played a key role in the coup plan. Two
years later, in April 1979, Bhutto was hanged after a dubious trial on
charges of murdering a political rival. A secularist, elected with an
overwhelming mandate in 1970, Bhutto probably had the best chance
of any leader of taking on the Islamists and winning. His inglorious
demise can only fill Pakistan’s current leader, attempting a similar task,
with foreboding.

Bhutto’s usurper, General Zia, came from a humble lower-
middle-class background. His father, a religious man, held a clerical
government post during British rule in India. Despite his poverty, he
provided his son with a decent education. Zia was educated at Delhi’s
most prestigious St Stephen’s College before getting a commission
in the Royal Indian Army in 1942.° He was a captain at the time of
the creation of Pakistan in 1947. He was a hard-working officer, but
lacked brilliance. Many of his colleagues believed he was lucky to
be promoted beyond Colonel. From a young age, Zia was actively
involved with the popular religious movement, Tablighi Jamaat, ¢ one
of the most influential grassroots Islamic movements in the South
Asian subcontinent, which had hardline traditionalist views on the role
of Islam in modern society.

A short man with a thick moustache, Zia bore a strong resemblance
to the British comedian, Terry-Thomas. But he was by no means a
fool. He was shrewd enough to know how to make his way up. He
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convinced Bhutto of his absolute loyalty and more importantly of his
incapacity to be otherwise.”

Zia was not only an authoritarian; he also aspired to turn Pakistan
into an ideological state ruled by strict Islamic sharia laws. He was
an unpopular and controversial leader, whose survival in power
largely owed to the external factors that emerged after the invasion by
Soviet forces of Pakistan’s northern neighbour, Afghanistan, in 1979.
Pakistan became a frontline state and a bulwark in the West’'s war
against communism.

General Zia brought in his close confidant, Lt.-General Akhter
Abdur Rehman, to head the ISI in 1979, as the spy agency became
a crucial cog in the resistance against the Soviet forces. Its tentacles
started to spread far and wide. An artillery officer, General Rehman
‘had a cold, reserved personality, almost inscrutable, always secretive,
with no intimates except his family.” His officers remembered him as
a hard man to serve due to his brusque manner and reputation as a
strict disciplinarian.® “That made him an ideal man for the job,” said
Brigadier Mohammed Yousuf, a former ISI officer who served under
him. General Rehman ran the organization until 1987. He was not a
radical Islamist, but a staunch Muslim nationalist.

Under General Rehman, the ISI, in partnership with the CIA,
conducted the biggest covert operation in modern history. The two
organizations had secretly collaborated for years, yet General Zia
was not prepared to give a free hand to the CIA. He laid down strict
rules to ensure that the ISI would maintain control over contacts with
Afghan mujahidin groups. No CIA operatives would be allowed to
cross the border into Afghanistan. Distribution of weapons to the
Afghan commanders would be handled only by the ISI. All training of
mujahidin would be the sole responsibility of the ISI. While the CIA
supplied money and weapons, it was the ISI that moved them into
Afghanistan.” The Americans relied almost entirely on the Pakistani
service to allocate weapons to the mujahidin groups. The framework
provided the Pakistani spy agency with almost total control over the
covert operation inside Afghanistan. The decade-long secret war raised
the organization’s profile and gave it huge clout. With the active help
of the CIA and Saudi Arabia, the ISI turned the Afghan resistance into
Islam’s holy war.

The decade-long conflict in Afghanistan gave the Islamic extremists
a rallying point and a training field. Young Muslims around the world
flocked to Afghanistan to fight against a foreign invader. Some 35,000
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holy warriors joined the Afghan war from 1979 to 1989."° The largest
number came from the Middle East. Some were Saudis, among whom
was a young man called Osama bin Laden. The 23-year-old son of a
wealthy construction magnate said he arrived in Peshawar for the first
time in 1980. He was a very shy person who had no experience of
war and, as a fresh graduate from the King Abdul Aziz University, bin
Laden had left the luxury of his home to help the mujahidin fighting
jihad in Afghanistan. It was the beginning of his long association with
Afghan and Pakistani Islamic radicals. By 1984 he was spending most
of his time in Peshawar, sometimes with Abdullah Azzam, a Palestinian
Islamic scholar and an ideologue who inspired the rush of foreign
Muslims to fight in Afghanistan.' It was also during this period that he
developed links with the ISI, which had become the main conduit for
arms and training for the Islamic warriors.

The Afghan war placed enormous resources at the agency’s
disposal. Weapons provided by the CIA were channelled to Afghan
fighters through the ISI. By the mid 1980s, every dollar given by the
CIA was matched by another from Saudi Arabia. The funds, running
into several million dollars a year, were transferred by the CIA to the
IST’s special accounts in Pakistan.'” The backing of the CIA and the
funnelling of massive amounts of US military aid helped the ISI develop
into ‘a parallel structure wielding enormous power over all aspects of
government.’ It became all-pervasive and there was an unprecedented
expansion in the surveillance of political opponents.

Even those in the army were not spared. According to a former
senior intelligence officer, part of the ISI’s function was to keep a
careful watch on the generals and ensure their loyalty to the regime.
In the words of Brigadier Yousaf, ‘So powerful had the ISI become
that apprehension, even fear, of what the ISI could do, was real.’®
The Afghan war provided the agency with the public profile that it
did not have before. Former ISI officials point out that the general
expansion the agency underwent as a consequence of its Afghan role
had a bearing on its overall functioning. While its role in supervising
a successful covert operation in Afghanistan won the ISI international
acclaim, at home it was a dreaded name.

The Afghan resistance was projected as part of the global jihad against
communism. The ISI’s training of guerrillas was integrated with the
teaching of Islam. The prominent theme was that Islam was a complete
socio-political ideology under threat from atheistic communists. The
Afghan war produced a new radical Islamic movement. Besides the
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holy warriors from Islamic countries, thousands more joined madrasas
set up with funding from Saudi Arabia and some other Muslim
countries. More than 100,000 foreign Muslim radicals were directly
influenced by the Afghan jihad.

The military’s involvement in the politics of religion, however, had
started long before the Afghan jihad. General Zia not only ushered
Pakistan into its longest period of military rule, but also tried to turn
the country into an ideological state. He extended the army’s role in
domestic politics much further than defined by earlier military rulers.
Previously, the military was seen as the ultimate guarantor of the
country’s territorial integrity and internal security. But Zia expanded
its role as the defender of Pakistan’s ideological frontiers as well.'
Addressing army officers, Zia argued that, as Pakistan was created
on the basis of the two-nation theory and Islamic ideology, it was
the duty of the ‘soldiers of Islam to safeguard its security, integrity
and sovereignty at all costs, both from internal turmoil and external
aggression’. He claimed the state was created exclusively to provide
its people with the opportunity to follow ‘the Islamic way of life.’
Preservation of the country’s Islamic character was seen to be as
important as the security of the country’s geographical frontiers." Zia’s
military rule differed by its very serious attempt to create an ideological
basis for all areas of activities of the state and society.

General Zia cleverly used Islam to consolidate his power and
legitimize his military rule. The Islamization process became the most
important feature of his eleven- year rule and its raison d’étre. For
General Zia, Pakistan was an Islamic ideological state and therefore
politics could not be separated from religion. He believed that he had
a divine obligation to establish an Islamic society ruled in accordance
with the Qur’an and sharia. Afraid to face a free electorate and having
no mandate to govern, the General turned to Allah.

He introduced a rigid interpretation of Islamic sharia, thus
empowering the clergy. The move to Islamize the state found ready
allies among the religious parties, many of which already had close
ties with the military. The Jamaat-i-Islami and other Islamic groups
were co-opted by the government. For the first time in Pakistan’s
history, the Islamists occupied important government positions. Being
in power helped Jamaat-i-Islami, the most influential and organized
mainstream religious party, penetrate state institutions. Thousands
of party activists and sympathizers were given jobs in the judiciary,
the civil service and educational institutions. These appointments
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strengthened the hold of the Islamists on crucial state apparatuses for
many years to come.

The process of the Islamization of the state and society took place on
two levels. Firstly, changes were instituted in the legal system. Sharia
courts were established to try cases under Islamic laws. For the first
time, the government assumed the role of the collector of religious
taxes. Secondly, Islamization was promoted through the print media,
radio, television and mosques. Through a series of religious decrees,
the government moved to Islamize the civil service, the armed forces
and the education system. School textbooks were overhauled to ensure
their ideological purity. Books deemed un-Islamic were removed from
syllabuses and university libraries. It was made compulsory for civil
servants to pray five times a day. Confidential reports of government
officials included a section in which the staff were given marks for reg-
ularly attending prayers and for having a good knowledge of Islam.

General Zia’s move to Islamize the army carried the most critical
implications. Pakistan’s army, carved out of the British Indian army,
inherited British traditions and remained a secular organization
until General Zia tried to give it a new Islamic orientation. Islam
was incorporated into the army’s organizational fabric. For the first
time Islamic teachings were introduced into the Pakistan Military
Academy.'

Islamic training and philosophy were made a part of the curriculum
at the Command and Staff College.”” A Directorate of Religious
Instruction was instituted to educate the officer corps on Islam. Islamic
education also became a part of the promotion exams. The officers
were required to read The Quranic Concept of War, a book written
by a serving officer, Brigadier S. K. Malik. The officers were taught
to be not just professional soldiers, but also soldiers of Islam. In his
foreword to the book, General Zia wrote: ‘The professional soldier in
a Muslim army, pursuing the goals of a Muslim State, cannot become
“professional” if in all his activities he does not take on “the colour of
Allah”.'® To gain promotion an officer was required to be a devout
Muslim. Scores of highly professional and secular officers were
sidelined for not meeting the criterion of a ‘good Muslim’.

As a consequence of this policy, many conservative officers reached
the senior command level. Radical Islamist ideology permeated the
army with the free flow of religious political literature in the armed
forces training institutions. Friday prayers at regimental mosques, a
matter of individual choice in the past, became obligatory. Mullahs
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belonging to the Deobandi sect were appointed to work among the
troops. They were supposed to be the bridge for officers between the
westernized profession and the faith. Units were required to take non-
combatant mullahs with them to the frontline. Soldiers were encouraged
to attend ‘Tablighi’ gatherings. The purpose was to indoctrinate cadets
and young officers with an obscurantist interpretation of Islam. Many
of those cadets later rose to positions of power and took control of
sensitive institutions, including the ISI.

The change in the social composition of the officer corps also led
to the ideological reorientation of Pakistan’s army in the 1980s. The
army officer corps, till the 1970s, was elitist in character and composi-
tion. But the trend changed. In the past, members of the upper class
or the rural aristocracy had largely dominated the army ranks; now
the new officers mostly came from the lower and middle social strata.
The rank and file of junior officers since the 1970s had come, not from
prosperous central Punjab, but from the impoverished and relatively
backward northern districts where a fundamentalist religious ethos
prevailed.” Unlike their predecessors, the new officers did not come
from elite English-language schools, but were the product of modest
state-run educational institutions. The spirit of liberalism, common in
the ‘old’ army, was practically unknown to them.? They were prod-
ucts of a social class that, by its very nature, was conservative and
easily influenced by Islamic fundamentalism. They were distinctively
less westernized.

Their narrow nationalist orientation and education, professional
training and culture made them very receptive to the influence of
Islamic groups, particularly to the Jamaat-i-Islami (JD, which freely
carried out propaganda work among the officers and circulated Islamic
literature. Most importantly, the JI's propaganda among vast numbers
of troops was officially sanctioned by commanding officers on the
battalion level and above. That led to the evolution of a long-lasting
alliance between the military and the mosque. The main objective
of the JI was to penetrate the army and use it to seize state power.
The practice introduced by General Zia of sending combat officers to
universities in Pakistan, in which the JT often had pervasive influence,
facilitated the party’s objective.

The influence of the JI was particularly visible among officers from
rural and semi-urban backgrounds. They had a high level of religious
intolerance and held extremist views regarding ‘external enemies’ and
the threat to Islam. The number of officers sporting beards for religious
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reasons had visibly risen. These young officers constituted the main
base for General Zia’s regime. According to a retired general, 25 to 30
per cent of the officers had Islamic fundamentalist leanings.

Many of them regularly attended ‘Tablighi’ groups that propagated
the faith. They would take time off to join missionary bands preaching
a return to purist Islamic values and recruiting other Muslim men to join
them. Thousands of soldiers and army officers would join the annual
gathering of the TJ at Raiwind on the outskirts of Lahore. More than one
million faithful from across the country and abroad attend this Muslim
congregation, the largest after the Haj in Mecca. Even the liberals
adopted the philosophy on issues like jihad and support for militancy
in Kashmir. The humiliating military defeat by the Indian army in the
1971 war, coupled with the disintegration of the country, also had a
very deep impact on the psyche of army officers. Many young officers
turned to religion for solace and became born-again Muslims.

Given this situation, it was not surprising that radical Islamic officers
made unsuccessful coup attempts in the mid 1980s. They wanted to
bring about an Islamic revolution and establish a theocratic state. The
fact that the attempts were crushed and the rebel officers were charged
with treason indicated that, notwithstanding its Islamization, the state
was not prepared to tolerate a theocratic rule.

The situation in Afghanistan provided inspiration to a whole
generation of Pakistani Islamic radicals who considered it their
religious duty to fight the oppression of Muslims anywhere in the
world. It gave a new dimension to the idea of jihad, which till then had
only been employed by the Pakistani state in the context of mobilizing
the population against the arch rival — India. The Afghan war saw the
privatization of the concept of jihad. Militant groups emerged from
the ranks of traditional religious movements, who took the path of
an armed struggle for the cause of Islam. The ISI’s active role in the
Afghan jihad brought Pakistani army officers into direct contact with
the radical Islamists.

The handling of jihad also indoctrinated the military and intelligence
officers. At least two former ISI chiefs — General Hamid Gul and
General Javed Nasir — remained actively involved with Islamic radical
movements.? Both promoted pan-Islamism and strove for an Islamic
revolution that would free Pakistan from perceived western, and
particularly American, cultural and political influences. General Gul,
who liked to call himself a ‘Muslim visionary’, succeeded General
Rehman in 1987 when the Afghan resistance had entered its most
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critical juncture. The most charismatic of the ISI chiefs, he openly
aligned himself with the hardline Afghan mujahidin leader, Gulbuddin
Hekmatyar, and right-wing Pakistani Islamic parties. He would later
take credit for dismantling the Soviet Union. General Gul had worked
closely with the CIA, but turned anti-American after the Geneva
Accord in 1987, which paved the way for the withdrawal of Soviet
forces from Afghanistan. The Accord was signed by the Pakistani
civilian government led by Prime Minister Mohammed Khan Junejo
against the wishes of President Zia, who believed it deprived the
Afghan mujahidin of the opportunity to take over Kabul. Resentment
among the military and ISI officers deepened in 1990, just one year
after the Soviets pulled out of Afghanistan and the US administration
imposed sanctions on Pakistan for its nuclear programme. The CIA
ended its support for the Afghan rebels and its links with the ISI went
cold. It was a sudden end to the strong link between the two agencies.
The military leadership accused the United States of dumping Pakistan
after the collapse of the Soviet Union.

Long before the Afghan war was over, General Gul had started
organizing a new jihad front in Kashmir. ‘It is the years of our work that
has realized the armed uprising against the Indian forces in Kashmir,’
he told me in early 1990 when he was commanding the country’s elite
armoured corps.*

The death of General Zia ul-Haq in a mysterious air crash in
August 1988 brought an end to Pakistan’s longest-serving military
government.” It left the generals with the choice of either imposing
martial law again or holding elections and transferring power to a
democratically elected civilian government. They went for the second
option, realizing that a perpetuation of military rule might provoke
public resistance and exacerbate the turmoil in an already highly
polarised society. However, the generals were not prepared to pull
out completely and leave the political field solely to the politicians,
particularly to the daughter of Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, Benazir Bhutto,
who now led the Pakistan People’s Party, which was certain to sweep
the polls.

To contain Benazir, the military cobbled together the Islamic
Democratic Alliance (IDA), uniting all the right-wing parties under the
leadership of Nawaz Sharif. General Aslam Beg, then Chief of Army
Staff, and General Gul justified the move by saying it was necessary
for the viable functioning of a democratic system. The main objective,
however, was to ensure the military’s continued role in the new
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system, overseen by the generals. By creating a counterbalance in the
form of the IDA, the generals constrained the new government of a
political party that had led the resistance against military hegemony
for ten years.*

The military-sponsored alliance comprised a mix of traditional
power brokers, religious parties and politicians who had emerged on
the scene during the 1980s under military patronage. General Zia’s
regime, needing a measure of legitimacy and a social base of support,
had co-opted segments of Punjab’s dominant socio-economic strata:
influential landlords, industrialists and emerging commercial groups.
The new leadership of the Pakistan Muslim League thus largely
consisted of politicians who owed their political rise to the military’s
backing. The other important components of the alliance were the
right-wing Islamic groups, including the Jamaat-i-Islami, which had
been involved in the Afghan jihad against the Soviet forces and the
separatist war in Indian-controlled Kashmir.

While the IDA, which carried General Zia’s legacy, could not achieve
any significant electoral gains in the 1988 elections in the three smaller
provinces, it did relatively well in Punjab and prevented the PPP from
winning an absolute majority in the National Assembly. The military
reluctantly handed over power to Benazir at the centre, but prevented
her party from forming the government in Punjab, the biggest and
most important of Pakistan’s four provinces, which was being ruled
by Nawaz Sharif. Political manipulation by the ISI helped Sharif retain
power in the province with the support of independent members.

Benazir Bhutto’s assumption of power, touted at the time as the
dawn of a new democratic era, was in fact a transition from direct to
indirect military rule. The formal restoration of civilian rule in 1988 did
not reduce the ISI’s clout. A return to the barracks did not mean that the
military’s structure of control and manipulation had been dismantled.
The ISI still kept a close watch on civilian rulers. The strains in civil
and military relationships remained the biggest obstacle to democracy
taking root in Pakistan. The Chief of Army Staff remained the power
behind the scenes in alliance with the new President, Ghulam Ishaq
Khan, who held sweeping powers under the Eighth Amendment in
the constitution introduced by General Zia.

For the army, the new political situation offered power without
responsibility. The military continued to oversee Pakistan’s policies
on Afghanistan and India, managing relations with the USA and
controlling the country’s nuclear weapons programme. The army high
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command’s decision to rest content with dominance, rather than direct
intervention, was based on a careful calculation of the advantages and
disadvantages of playing arbiter in Pakistan’s highly polarized and
conflict-ridden political scene.

A hamstrung Benazir Bhutto found herself directly clashing with the
army when she removed General Gul from the ISI. The General, who
was the architect of the IDA, had never reconciled himself to even
restricted civilian rule. Benazir was never trusted by the establishment
and many generals made it a point not to salute her. It was in February
1990 when I met General Gul in Multan, where he was posted as
the commander of Pakistan’s main strike corps, after being sacked
from the ISI. It was the period when the army had just concluded a
major war exercise called ‘Zarb-i-Momin’. The General accused Prime
Minister Benazir of trying to make peace with India and questioned her
patriotism. ‘By conducting the exercise we have blocked her designs
to undermine Pakistan’s defence,’ he said.

It was apparent that the generals were looking for an opportune
moment to remove Benazir from power. The clash came to a head
when the Prime Minister tried to retire the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs
of Staff Committee, Admiral Iftikhar Ahmed Sarohi, and gave a year’s
extension in service to Lt.-General Alam Jan Mehsud, a senior general
believed to be close to her government. The army top brass saw this
as blatant interference in the army’s internal affairs. Eventually, on 6
August 1990, President Ghulam Ishaq Khan dismissed her government
on charges of corruption and dissolved the National Assembly.
President Khan, a former top bureaucrat, was the central pillar of
General Zia’s military rule and represented his legacy.

Benazir’s party met a humiliating defeat in the following elections,
losing the government even in her home province and political
stronghold, Sindh. The military leadership did not want to take any
chances that time. To ensure the IDA’s electoral victory, the ISI financed
the election campaign of many top Alliance leaders.” The list, which
was published in national newspapers, contained the names of some
leading politicians, including Nawaz Sharif. Most of them later held
important posts in the new government.

In 1988, the long-simmering political discontent in Kashmir exploded
into a popular uprising against Indian control. Thousands of young
Kashmiris crossed over to the Pakistani side of the Line of Control
to receive guerrilla training as the Indian authorities tried to crush
the insurgency by brute force. Essentially an indigenous rebellion, it



Pakistan’s Unholy Alliance 25

soon turned into an armed struggle against Indian forces. Thousands
of Kashmiri youths joined the separatist struggle, which was initially
led by the independent nationalist organization, Jammu and Kashmir
Liberation Front (JKLF)

The ISI used the extensive intelligence and militant network that it
had built up during the Afghan war to support a new jihad against the
Indian forces in Kashmir. In Afghanistan in the 1980s, jihadist cadres
came from the ranks of motivated Islamists across the Muslim world
who were prepared to die for the cause, as well as kill the ‘communists’.
The spirit saw its continuation in Kashmir, which became one of the
world’s hottest ‘Islamic jihad’ spots. The ISI's involvement increased
further in the early 1990s when, in an attempt to sideline the JKLF, it
started supporting the pro-Pakistani Hezb-ul Mujahideen. The move
divided the Kashmiri struggle and led to internecine battles. The mid
1990s saw the increasing role of Pakistani-based militant groups. That
was when Harkat-ul-Mujahideen (HuM), Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT) and
later Jaish-e-Mohammed (JeM) emerged as the main guerrilla forces
in the disputed state. Those hardline Islamic groups changed the
complexion of the struggle.

Most of the fighters belonging to those Islamic militant groups came
from Punjab and the North West Frontier Province. They tried to give
an Islamic orientation to a secular separatist movement, with disastrous
consequences. While the increasing involvement of Pakistani groups
kept the armed struggle alive, it also widened the division within the
movement. Many Kashmiri groups resented the ISI's attempts, first
to ‘Pakistanize’ and then to ‘Islamize’ the movement. Thousands of
Pakistani militants had been killed in the fighting in Kashmir in more
than a decade.

In November 1990, Nawaz Sharif took over as Pakistan’s new Prime
Minister. A scion of one of the country’s richest business families from
Lahore, Sharif had entered politics as the protégé of General Zia. His
political career owed much to his father’s close links with General
Ghulam Jilani. The former ISI chief, who was appointed by Zia as
governor of Pakistan’s most powerful Punjab province as a reward
for his role in the 1977 coup, groomed Sharif as the alternative leader
to Benazir. He was appointed Punjab’s finance minister in 1981 and,
a couple of years later, he rose to the post of Chief Minister. Sharif
was a man of very mediocre talents. He had neither charisma nor
any political roots when he was chosen by General Zia to head the
government of Pakistan’s most powerful province.
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Sharif assumed power with much greater advantages than his
predecessor had enjoyed. His accession to power brought a rare
harmony to the power troika — President, Prime Minister and Chief of
Army Staff.

But this harmony was not to last: Sharif sought to wear down
constraints on his power imposed by his old patrons — the military.
The rivalry between Sharif and the army reached a peak in 1992, when
Sharif picked General Javed Nasir for the post of director general of
the ISI, against the advice of his most senior advisers. A born-again
Muslim, the bearded General Nasir saw himself as a visionary. The
General, who made no secret of his radical religious beliefs and
his association with the ‘Tablighi Jamaat’, was widely believed to
be personally associated with the ISI's adventurous policy actions
during his brief tenure. General Nasir’s religious zeal and maverick
actions became embarrassing for the military high command, which
had completely lost control over the country’s premier spy agency. It
was never clear whether some of the activities General Nasir engaged
the ISI in had the government’s sanction or whether the overzealous
spymaster was exceeding his mandate.

General Nasir widened the ISI's covert operation beyond Kashmir
and Afghanistan. During his tenure, the spy agency was accused of
masterminding a series of bomb blasts in the Indian financial capital
of Mumbai in March 1993, which killed hundreds of people. The
bombing was allegedly carried out by a Bombay crime mafia, headed
by Dawood Ibrahim, to avenge the demolition of the sixteenth-century
Babri Mosque by Hindu extremists. Ibrahim, who was top of a list
of 20 fugitives that India wanted Pakistan to hand over, lived in the
Pakistani city of Karachi under ISI protection. He was also put on
the global terrorist list. The allegation about the ISI's involvement in
fanning cross-border strife, landed Pakistan in serious trouble.

In May 1992, the USA issued a warning that it could declare Pakistan a
terrorist state. Washington’s main concern was that Pakistan continued
to provide material support to the Islamic militants in Kashmir and
the Sikh insurgents in the Indian state of Punjab, despite Islamabad’s
repeated assurances that no official agency was involved there.? The
CIA director, John Woolsey, reported that the ISI was fanning conflict
in the region. In a letter to Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif in 1992, the
US Secretary of State, James Baker, warned that the ISI’s material
support to the groups that had engaged in terrorism could lead to the
imposition of a package of sanctions against Pakistan.
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In April 1993, worried by the possibility of Pakistan ending up on
the terrorist list, Sharif sent his foreign secretary, Akram Zaki, to assure
Washington that he would not support militancy.?”” But the USA insisted
on stronger action to curb groups engaging in ‘terrorism’. The ISI’s
direct support for the militant groups was curtailed, but help to the
Kashmiri insurgents continued through ‘private channels’, comprising
Islamic parties like the Jamaat-i-Islami. Although the measure fell short
of the US demand, they prevented Pakistan’s inclusion on the list of
terrorist states.

The ISI’s involvement was not limited to India, however. Under
General Nasir’s instructions, the ISI violated the UN embargo on
supplying arms to the warring parties in Bosnia-Herzegovina and
airlifted heavy weapons and missiles for the Bosnian Muslims. In 1993,
several Arab countries, including Egypt, Tunisia, and Algeria, had
complained about General Nasir extending support to radical Islamic
movements in their countries.?®

The maverick General Nasir was sacked from the IST and prematurely
retired from the army in May 1993, following the dismissal of Prime
Minister Nawaz Sharif’s government. The army-backed caretaker
administration, led by former World Bank executive Moeen Qureshi,
moved to clean up the ISI and alleviate US pressure on Pakistan.
Scores of officers, who had become closely linked with radical Afghan
mujahidin groups during the anti-Soviet struggle, were systematically
weeded out. Some eleven hundred operatives were either retired or
sent back to their units in the army. The purge was largely the result
of a change in Islamabad’s policy of no longer aligning itself with
any of the groups involved in the fratricidal war in Afghanistan that
followed the fall of the communist regime of Najibullah in May 1992.
The measure was also aimed at satisfying Washington. The purge may
have helped restore some discipline in the ISI, but did not change
its basic orientation. The agency had become deeply involved in the
Kashmiri separatist struggle, and the military was reluctant to pull back
support for the militants it believed were fighting Pakistan’s war. Many
in the military establishment contended that by engaging around half a
million Indian troops in Kashmir, the ‘Kashmiri freedom fighters’ had
ensured Pakistan’s security.

The game of musical chairs continued as it was now Benazir
Bhutto’s turn to form the government again. She returned as Prime
Minister for the second time in November 1993, just three years after
her unceremonious exit. This time around she was much better placed.
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She had the blessing of the army, which had been instrumental in her
usurpation in 1990. There was a marked difference in the situation
for Benazir compared to her first term in office. This time she had
a cooperative army chief, General Abdul Waheed Kakar, and a new
president of her own choice: Farooq Leghari was an old Pakistan
People’s Party loyalist. The troika operated harmoniously in contrast to
the discord that marked her first term. Learning from past experience,
she tried to appease the army and toed the line on sensitive foreign
policy security issues.

By 1994, the ISI was back in Afghanistan sponsoring the emerging
Taliban Islamic movement. It was in mid 1993, when some three
dozen Taliban got together at Kashke Nakud, near Kandahar in south-
western Afghanistan, to voice their concern over the infighting among
the various mujahidin factions and lawlessness in the country. Taliban
is a Pashto word meaning students of a religious school or madrasa.
They come from the poorest section of the population and many of
them were homeless or orphans. The group, led by a former mujahidin
commander, Mullah Mohammed Omar, took upon themselves the task
of cleaning up their region of corrupt mujahidin commanders.

Mullah Omar, who had lost one eye in the war against the Soviet
forces and had retired to become a ‘Talib’ (student), had already become
a legend after he executed a mujahidin commander who had raped
two young girls near his village of Maiwand and left his body hung on
the barrel of a tank for several days. With this symbolic strike against
the mujahidin’s abuses of power, spontaneous expressions of support
came in from all over the district, and thus the Taliban were born.?

In October 1994, Pakistani security officials contacted Mullah Omar
for the first time, seeking help for the safe passage of a convoy of
trucks transporting goods to Turkmenistan. Initially, the ISI, which
had long favoured the Afghan mujahidin faction Hezb-i-Islami led by
Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, was sceptical of the Taliban. But Naseerullah
Babar, a retired general and Interior Minister in Benazir’s government,
saw the Taliban’s potential as a formidable political force that could
bring peace to the war-ravaged country and serve Pakistan’s long-
term economic and strategic interests.

The control of a friendly force in south-west Afghanistan could
open the prospect for an energy and trade corridor between Pakistan
and central Asia. Pakistan was keen to export gas from Turkmenistan
but that would only be possible through a pipeline via Afghanistan.’
This was probably the reason why the USA, in the beginning, was
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sympathetic towards the student militia. US diplomats in Islamabad
believed that the Taliban could play a useful role in restoring a strong,
centralized government to Afghanistan. This view was also shared
privately by many relief organizations, who were frustrated by the
fruitless negotiations of the UN Special Mission. They saw in the
Taliban, with all their prejudices, a peculiarly Afghan solution to the
problem which had defied international peacemakers for many years.
All of them seemed to have been taken in by the Taliban rhetoric of
an ‘Tslamic revolution for social justice’. There was also talk of a trade-
off between peace and security on the one hand and human rights on
the other.*

In 1995, Islamabad decided to back the movement, which by then
had captured Kandahar and several other provinces. That also led
to the involvement of the ISI. Dozens of intelligence agents were at-
tached to the Taliban forces, providing them with tactical and pro-
fessional support. Most of them had operated in Afghanistan during
the anti-Soviet jihad and had close connections with various Afghan
mujahidin factions.

Amir Sultan Tarar, who had been involved in Afghanistan since the
beginning of the CIA-ISI covert operation, received a new task. Better
known by his code name, Colonel Imam, he had known many of the
Taliban leaders since the jihad days, which made him the ideal man
for the job. Bearded and wearing a turban, Colonel Imam blended
in easily with his clients and developed a close rapport with Mullah
Omar. Posted as Pakistan’s consul general, first in Kandahar and then
in the western Afghan city of Herat, he emerged as a key adviser to the
Taliban leaders and also acted as a conduit for arms and money. It was
that crucial help that tilted the balance for the Taliban in their battle
against the rival warlords. Colonel Imam and other ISI officers posted
in Kandahar covertly worked to buy off commanders’ loyalties for the
Taliban. The role of the ISI increased tremendously after the Taliban
seized Kabul in September 1996 and moved to establish their control
over the rest of the country.?

The meteoricrise of the Taliban movement owed much tothe backing
of Islamabad and help from Pakistani Islamic parties. Thousands of
Pakistani students from madrasas in the border areas were dispatched
to Afghanistan in 1997 to join the Taliban forces in the battle for Mazar-
i-Sharif. Madrasas in the North West Frontier Province and Balochistan
were closed down for months to allow students to participate in the
‘holy war’.
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Pakistan’s support for the Taliban was certainly not based on any
ideological consideration. It was based on purely geo-strategic reasons,
aimed at asserting Pakistan’s influence over Afghanistan through a
Pashtun movement. The main objective was to get strategic depth vis-
a-vis India and isolate Iran. Pakistan’s military strategists believed that a
Pashtun-dominated friendly government in Afghanistan could provide
strategic advantage in the country against its arch rival, India, with whom
it had long been locked in bitter conflict on Kashmir.?® They argued
that lack of geographical depth and hinterland would make Pakistan’s
security vulnerable in the event of a war with India. The attainment of
this ‘strategic depth’ had been a key element in Pakistan’s Afghan policy
since the 1980s. But the rise to power of the Taliban did not achieve this
objective, as the Taliban refused to accept a client position.

Pakistan received a rude shock when the radical Islamic regime
refused to recognize the Durand Line and also to drop Afghanistan’s
claim over a part of the North West Frontier Province. Pakistan’s
relations with Afghanistan had been strained since the end of British
colonial rule in the Indian subcontinent. Every Afghan government
had rejected the controversial Durand Line drawn by the British as an
international border with Pakistan. Afghanistan was the only country
not to vote for Pakistan’s membership of the United Nations. In the
1950s and 1960s, the Afghan government had sponsored a Pashtun
separatist movement in Pakistan’s North West Frontier Province.*

The main objective of Pakistan’s policy since the 1980s had been
to establish a friendly or pliant government in Afghanistan, using
ethnic and religious connections. Throughout the war against Soviet
forces, Pakistan backed radical Pashtun mujahidin commanders like
Gulbuddin Hekmatyar. The decision to support the Pashtun-dominated
Taliban was driven by the same consideration. With its hardline
conservative world-view, the Taliban regime became an international
pariah. Afghanistan provided a safe haven for Islamic militants from
all over the world and that had a direct bearing on Pakistan. In fact,
Pakistan appeared to have provided the Taliban with strategic depth,
as their influence started spreading inside Pakistani Pashtun areas,
raising fears of the Talibanization of Pakistan.

Taliban rule turned the war-ravaged country into a base for Osama
bin Laden. The tentacles of the al-Qaeda terrorist network extended
into Pakistan, where it had strong allies among the ISI-trained Islamic
militants. The country became a conduit for training aspiring militants
across the world. That also created a nexus between groups fighting
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in Afghanistan and those operating in Kashmir. Meanwhile, Pakistan
also became home to a thriving community of foreign jihadists, many
of whom were veterans of the anti-Soviet Afghan war and had stayed
there for the simple reason that they could not return to their countries
of origin for fear of persecution. The state-sponsored jihadist culture
provided them a safe haven in Pakistan.

Meanwhile, Benazir Bhutto lost the battle to maintain her authority
over an increasingly radicalized society, and in October 1996 she was,
after a protracted power struggle, dismissed by the President. It was the
third time in eight years that an elected government had been dismissed
less than halfway through its term. Weak democratic institutions, lack
of a democratic political culture, politics of patronage, ineptitude
of political leadership and the military’s involvement in politics all
contributed to the continuing crisis of democracy in Pakistan.

In the subsequent elections, former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif
was re-elected with a large majority. Sharif was determined not to lose
power again and set about undermining the role of the presidency
and the judiciary. He used Islamic policies to bolster his own position.
Sharif introduced an Islamic sharia bill, reinforcing the Islamization
process initiated by General Zia. His exploitation of religion for
political purposes strengthened the Islamic orthodoxy and religious
militancy. That also led to an upsurge in religion-based violence.
Sharif’s preoccupation with power proved to be a fatal distraction,
as the country drifted towards an economic meltdown. The fiscal
indiscipline brought the country to the verge of bankruptcy. Sharif
had a total disregard for institutions — he neither understood nor
respected nor learnt to live with the institutions of a modern state and
followed a patrimonial style of government. Editors and journalists
were arrested and harassed for criticizing the government. Sharif had
planned to make further amendments to the Constitution, declaring
himself ‘Amirul Mominin’ (absolute leader of the Muslims).

While suppressing civil society and democratic institutions, Sharif
increased his reliance on the army to manage everything from state-
owned corporations to development work. A quarter of a million troops
were mobilized to conduct a long-delayed population census. Another
one hundred thousand were deployed to read electricity meters and
run an almost bankrupt Water and Power Development Authority,
which was responsible for electricity supply and the country’s huge
irrigation network. At one point, army soldiers were brought in to help
kill stray dogs in Sharif’s home town, Lahore.*
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Such a large-scale induction of army personnel into civilian affairs
was unprecedented even in Pakistan. The growing dependence
on the army created its own predicament. Increasingly tasked with
administration of civilian affairs, the army top brass wanted more
political power in the state. This led to tensions between the army and
Sharif, who was determined not to cede power to anyone.

Sharif had picked General Pervez Musharraf ahead of two senior
generals as the new army chief. He deliberately chose a man from
the Mohajir minority ethnic group to head a predominantly Punjabi
army, assuming that he would not be able to challenge an all-powerful
Punjabi Prime Minister. But he failed to understand that the conflict
with the army had a strong institutional dimension and was not simply
about personalities. He erroneously assumed that the army would
remain subservient to his rule once he had put in a man of his own
choice at the top. For Sharif it was a game of persons. For the army it
was an institutional matter.

The trigger for the eventual showdown between the army chief and
the Prime Minister came in May 1999, following Sharif’s peace talks
with India, at which point Musharraf decided to revive the faltering
campaign in Kashmir without telling the Prime Minister. The Pakistani
army sent in soldiers to occupy Indian positions in the Kargil peaks,
which the Indian army traditionally vacated during winter. The move
led to a stand-off with India, and a terrified Sharif had almost begged
President Clinton to mediate. He was forced to make a humiliating
climbdown, which provoked an inevitable backlash from militants at
home. By the time he tried to reassert himself by sacking Musharraf
in October, it was already clear that it was, as it had always been, the
radical military, not the elected government, who was in the driving
seat in Pakistan.
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VOLTE-FACE

On the morning of 11 September 2001, Lt.-General Mahmood Ahmed,
the chief of the ISI, was at a breakfast meeting on Capitol Hill in
Washington with Senator Bob Graham and Congressman Porter Goss,
the chairmen of the Senate and House Intelligence committees. Also
present there were Senator John Kyle and Pakistan’s ambassador to
Washington, Maleeha Lodhi. As they talked about terrorism, specifically
about bin Laden, a member of Senator Graham’s staff informed them
about the planes hitting the World Trade Center. The meeting continued
until one plane was reported heading towards Capitol Hilland evacuation
was ordered. General Mahmood expressed his deep sympathy to the
people of the USA before the five hurriedly dispersed.'

General Mahmood had been due to return that evening after
completing his week-long official visit to Washington, but his departure
was delayed as all the airports were closed after the terrorist attacks.
He had arrived in Washington on 4 September on the invitation of the
CIA chief for routine consultations with senior US officials. The CIA
and the ISI, erstwhile partners in the covert war against Soviet forces
in Afghanistan in the 1980s, had maintained close contact despite the
low in the relations between Washington and Islamabad that had
followed the USA’s nuclear-related sanctions on Pakistan in 1990.



34 Frontline Pakistan

It was General Mahmood’s second visit to Washington as the ISI
chief. His previous trip in April 2000 followed President Clinton’s short
stopover in Islamabad. The visit was arranged by the CIA with a view to
cultivating Pakistan’s new chief spymaster. He was hugely pampered
as the CIA officials tried to win his confidence.? At the General’s
request, the agency had arranged a private tour of Gettysburg, the
venue of a crucial battle during the American Civil War in 1863. General
Mahmood had a special interest in the battle of Gettysburg and had
done his thesis on the subject at the National Defence College. He
would talk endlessly on the tactics and other aspects of the battle.
The CIA officials, however, were not sure whether all that effort won
his cooperation. The trip went sour at the end when he received a
dressing-down from Thomas Pickering, the US Under-Secretary of
State, for helping the Taliban regime. He went back home angry and
humiliated.? The incident did not help improve relations between the
USA and Pakistan, which had already become strained after the return
of military rule and imposition of democratic sanctions. Pakistan’s
patronage of the orthodox Taliban regime, which had provided a base
for bin Laden and thousands of other militants from different countries,
was a serious concern for the Bush administration.

General Mahmood was the second-most-powerful man in the
Pakistani military junta. after General Musharraf. A stocky man with
a long handlebar moustache, he was ruthless and highly ambitious.
Because of his brashness and arrogance he was not very popular
among his fellow officers. As the commander of the key 10® Corps
based in Rawalpindi, he was one of the two coup-makers who brought
Musharraf to power on 12 October 1999. His troops seized control
of Islamabad and arrested the Prime Minister, Nawaz Sharif. He was
rewarded for his loyalty when Musharraf appointed him director
general of the ISI. During his tenure as head of the country’s premier
intelligence agency he had accelerated support for Islamic militant
groups. The jihadist activities in Kashmir saw an unprecedented rise
and Pakistan got much more deeply involved with the Taliban’s efforts
to expand their control in Afghanistan.

During his second stay in Washington, General Mahmood had met
with senior CIA, Pentagon and National Security Council officials.
Terrorism coming out of Afghanistan was the central issue of their
discussions. He defended Pakistan’s policy of engagement with the
Tailban and told George Tenet and other CIA officials that Mullah
Omar was a pious and religious person, not a man of violence. The
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situation became tense when, on 9 September, two suicide bombers
masquerading as journalists assassinated Ahmed Shah Masood, the
leader of the rebel Afghan Northern Alliance. The leaders of the
alliance blamed al-Qaeda and the ISI for the murder.

General Mahmood was watching television coverage of the Twin
Tower attacks at Ambassador Lodhi’s office when he received a call at 5
pm inviting him for an emergency meeting with Richard Armitage, the
US Deputy Secretary of State. At 10 am on 12 September, the General,
accompanied by Ambassador Lodhi and Zamir Akram, a senior official
at the Embassy, arrived at the State Department. Armitage was terse as
he began saying that Pakistan faced a stark choice. “We want to know
whether you are with us or not. This is a black and white choice with
no grey, ‘he said. The General enquired what his country could do in
that situation. ‘We need your country’s full support and cooperation.
We will tell you tomorrow the specifics about the cooperation that is
required,” said Armitage and asked the General to meet him the next
day.!

Returning to the Embassy, General Mahmood telephoned President
Musharraf. Musharraf had been speaking toa group of local government
representatives in Karachi when his Press Secretary had interrupted
to tell him about the World Trade Center attacks. He immediately
perceived the choice that he was about to be faced with. ‘T took a fast
decision,’ he later told me, ‘but I thought about it very carefully.” Only
afterwards did he consult his aides and senior military commanders.
‘T keep to Napoleon’s view that two-thirds of the decision-making
process is based on analysis and information and one-third is always
a leap in the dark.”®

The shock and anger in Washington which was relayed to him
by his spy chief did not surprise Musharraf. He had also received a
telephone call from Secretary of State Colin Powell, who had spelled
out the situation in stark terms, telling the Pakistani President: ‘The
American people would not understand if Pakistan was not in this
fight with the United States.” Musharraf assured him of his country’s
full cooperation.

On 13 September, General Mahmood returned to the State Depart-
ment for the second meeting. ‘This is not negotiable,” said Armitage,
as he handed him a single sheet of paper with a list of seven demands
that the Bush administration wanted him to accept. The General, who
was known for his hardline pro-Taliban position, glanced through the
paper for a few seconds and passed it on to Ambassador Lodhi. Before
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she started reading the paper, General Mahmood replied, ‘They are
all acceptable to us.” The swift response took Armitage by surprise
and left Pakistani officials flabbergasted. ‘These are very powerful
words, General. Don’t you want to discuss this with your President?’
he asked. ‘T know the President’s mind,” replied General Mahmood. A
relieved Armitage asked General Mahmood to meet with Tenet at his
headquarters at Langley. ‘He is waiting for you,’ said Armitage.®

General Mahmood looked glum as he was driven to Langley for
a crucial meeting with the CIA officials. He later grumbled about the
high-handedness of American officials. He was not at all happy with
the terms for cooperation with the USA, which he had acceded to a
few minutes previously. He looked like a general who had just lost
a battle. Meanwhile, Ambassador Lodhi returned to the Embassy,
from where she faxed the paper to President Musharraf in Islamabad.
General Mahmood stayed in Washington until 16 September, discussing
Pakistan’s role in the ‘war on terror’ with American officials. But it was
apparent that he was not keen to see that role implemented.

On 13 September, Wendy Chamberlain, the newly appointed US
ambassador to Islamabad, met with Musharraf and conveyed a formal
message from President Bush with the same list of demands which
had earlier been handed over to General Mahmood in Washington.
It read:

1) Stop al-Qaeda operations on the Pakistani border,
intercept arms shipments through Pakistan and all logistical
support for bin Laden.

2) Blanket over-flight and landing rights for US planes.

3) Access to Pakistan’s naval bases, air bases and borders.

4) Immediate intelligence and immigration information.

5) Curb all domestic expression of support for terrorism
against the United States, its friends and allies.

6) Cut off fuel supply to the Taliban and stop Pakistani
volunteers going into Afghanistan to join the Taliban.

7) Pakistan to break diplomatic relations with the Taliban
and assist the US in destroying bin Laden and his al-Qaeda
network.’

The same evening, General Musharraf made a statement assuring
the US President of his unstinting cooperation in the fight against
terrorism. He declared Pakistan would commit all of its resources in an
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effort coordinated with the USA to locate and punish those involved in
that horrific act. President Bush responded to Musharraf’s message of
support by saying, ‘Now we’ll find out what that means. Won’t we?’

Pakistan’s support was important for the USA. Its geographic
proximity and its vast intelligence information on Afghanistan were
seen as crucial for any military action against the Taliban and al-Qaeda.
Pakistan was one of the three countries — the others were the United
Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia — which had formally recognized
the conservative Afghan Islamic government and the only country
which had maintained diplomatic relations with Kabul. The American
demands, to which General Mahmood had agreed in next to no time,
required Pakistan to abandon its support for the Taliban regime and
provide logistic support to the American forces. After having spent the
past seven years helping the Taliban consolidate their rule, providing
them with military, political and financial support, Pakistan was now
being asked by the Bush administration to help the USA dislodge the
Islamic fundamentalist government.

The list was clearly only the first step in testing Pakistan’s resolve.
Washington had also asked for a comprehensive report from the ISI
about every detail it had on bin Laden, including his contacts with
Pakistani and other Islamic militant organizations. Pakistan eventually
negotiated with the USA that no combat missions would be carried out
from its territory and, instead of blanket over-flight rights, an air corridor
was assigned to US planes. Pakistan was ready to break diplomatic
relations with the Taliban government immediately, but the move
was delayed on American advice. The US Assistant Secretary of State,
Christina Rocca, told Ambassador Lodhi that Pakistan should keep
the diplomatic channel open with the Taliban until the US invasion
was completed."” Breaking off diplomatic relations at that point, in
Washington’s view, would have given a clear indication to the Taliban
about the exact timing of an impending US attack.

The turnaround was met with astonishment by the military. They
had been actively supporting the Pashtun Taliban regime, which,
according to them, provided Pakistan with ‘strategic depth’ against
any aggression from arch rival India. The Pakistani military feared that
they would lose their strategic depth in Kabul if they withdrew support
from the hardline Islamic regime.

Several efforts by the USA prior to 9/11 had failed to elicit Islamabad’s
cooperation in the expulsion of bin Laden from Afghanistan. Musharraf's
coming to power in October 1999 had reversed a secret mission plan
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with Washington to send a Pakistani special commando force into
Afghanistan to capture bin Laden using the ISI’s information. Under the
plan, which was suggested by the then Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif
during his visit to Washington in July 1999, the USA had agreed to
provide $25 million for training a group of ex-ISI and Pakistani army
officers for the operation. The detail of the operation was worked
out in subsequent meetings between the ISI's then chief, Lt.-General
Ziauddin, and CIA officials in Washington in September.!! But before
the plan could be implemented Sharif had been ousted from power.
General Ziauddin, who was appointed as Chief of Army Staff by Sharif,
was arrested after Musharraf’s loyalists took over control of Islamabad.
Pakistani military officials argued the plan was not realistic and would
never have taken off. However, Washington continued to press the
military regime to get bin Laden expelled from Afghanistan.

In January 2000, Musharraf promised senior American officials that
he would meet with the Taliban supreme leader Mullah Omar and
press him on the matter of expelling bin Laden. But the visit never
materialized.'? In March 2000, President Clinton made a one-day
stopover in Islamabad on his way back from India. It was the first
time a US president had been there since 1969. Clinton made the
trip despite strong opposition from members of his administration.
Washington had imposed sanctions on Pakistan after the military coup
and relations between the two countries had hit a new low. During
his brief one-to-one meeting, Clinton asked the General for help
regarding bin Laden. The US President later told his aides: ‘I offered
him the moon when I went to see him, in terms of better relations with
the United States, if he would help us get bin Laden and deal with
another issue or two.”’* Ambassador Lodhi, who was present at the
meeting, denied that any such offer was made. ‘I don’t remember any
moon that Pakistan was offered,” she said.

Again in May that year President Clinton reminded Musharraf
to carry out his promise to visit Afghanistan and convince Mullah
Omar to get rid of bin Laden. In June, CIA Director George Tenet
travelled to Pakistan with the same message. Musharraf could not
visit Afghanistan because of clear indications that Mullah Omar would
not respond positively to any suggestion to extradite bin Laden. It
was also apparent that his hardline generals, particularly General
Mahmood, were not keen to push the issue too much as the Taliban
prepared to launch the ‘final’ assault against the opposition Northern
Alliance. The Arab militants were an important part of the Taliban
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fighting machine and their role was crucial in the coming battles.
Frustrated by the inaction, Washington became openly critical of
Pakistan for supporting the Taliban offensive to complete their control
over Afghanistan. In December, the United Nations Security Council
imposed fresh sanctions against the Taliban regime, calling for bin
Laden’s expulsion and forbidding any country to provide them with
arms or military assistance. The latest sanction, however, did little
to stop Islamabad from continuing to supply weapons and financial
aid to its ally. There was a complete stalemate in US relations with
Pakistan in Clinton’s final year as President. The administration had
little incentive to offer with congressional nuclear- and democracy-
related sanctions against Pakistan. The US ‘stick heavy’ policy failed to
force Pakistan to cooperate.'t

Immediately after his inauguration, President Bush raised the
terrorism issue with Pakistan’s military ruler; in February 2001, he
sent a letter to General Musharraf seeking his support in dealing with
terrorism. He emphasized that bin Laden and al-Qaeda were a direct
threat to the United States and its interests and that this threat had to be
addressed.” There was, however, a clear shift in the approach of the
new US administration. Instead of just using the stick, Secretary of State
Colin Powell recommended providing some incentives to persuade
Pakistan to cooperate. To break the logjam, the US administration
moved to pursue a policy of enhanced engagement with Islamabad
and also considered lifting some of the sanctions against the military
government. But, because of a negative view of Pakistan on Capitol
Hill, the idea of lifting sanctions could not make much headway. On 4
August, President Bush again wrote to President Musharraf registering
his concern over terrorism emanating from Afghanistan and requested
him to engage actively against al-Qaeda.'®

Although Pakistan’s leverage over the Taliban had weakened
over the years and relations between them had become quite testy,
Musharraf was not willing to pull support completely. He snapped
shut a green folder containing a letter from Mullah Omar when I and
a colleague from Newsweek arrived in the first week of February 2001
for an interview at his office in the Army General Headquarters in
Rawalpindi. Mullah Omar’s letter was in reply to Musharraf’s message
that had drawn the Afghan leader’s attention to the international
concern over the terrorism issue. ‘I told him he must address the
problems of terrorism, religious extremism and the gender issue to
improve the Taliban’s image,” he told us, but there was no indication
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from him that he was going to abandon support for the conservative
regime, which he believed was in Pakistan’s interest. Musharraf was
visibly unhappy with the UN sanctions slapped on the Taliban regime.
‘We are putting them against the wall,’” he said, ‘They have banned
poppy cultivation. The world should understand that, since we have
imposed sanctions as well, that means we are telling them to commit
suicide.” On the bin Laden issue, the President suggested a middle way
could be found on the issue of his extradition. ‘He can be sent to any
third country.” But he was not sure how it could be done.

In the event, the change came astonishingly fast in the aftermath
of the 9/11 terrorist attacks. The quick about-turn surprised even the
American authorities. Concern for the state of Pakistan’s democracy
melted away and the military government was hailed by the West as
‘an exemplary country in the fight against terrorism’.

Events in Washington and Islamabad during the week following
11 September provide an interesting insight into the decision-making
process in Pakistan on crucial national security and foreign policy
issues. Like the policy to support the Taliban regime, the decision
on the about-turn was also taken by just a few people. There were
no consultations at any level when President Musharraf decided
to abandon support for the Taliban and gave the American forces
complete access to Pakistani territory and airspace. It was all done
in the best national interest, Musharraf later declared. The military
leader had offered the same argument when Pakistan got into a2 messy
situation by supporting the Taliban.

There was no discussion with the political parties on the paradigm
shift in the country’s strategic policy. President Musharraf took his
handpicked cabinet into his confidence almost three days after he had
already consented to the US demands. On 14 September, he met with
his cabinet and the National Security Council in a marathon session
lasting until the early hours of the morning in which he explained why
he had decided to support the US. His line was that Pakistan itself was
a victim of terrorism and the Taliban government was providing refuge
to the religious extremists involved in sectarian Kkillings in Pakistan.
‘We had given a long list of the terrorists who we wanted to be handed
over to us. At least they should have turned over the terrorists to us.” He
told the ministers that the decision to cooperate with the United States
was necessary to safeguard Pakistan’s nuclear assets and its Kashmir
policy. He gave them the details of military and logistic support he
had agreed to provide to the US forces in the planned military action
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on Afghanistan. There were only a few feeble voices in the cabinet
expressing concern over the possible public backlash. But largely it
was a tame affair.

General Musharraf did not find it hard to convince his handpicked
civilian cabinet, but it was not so smooth when it came to his top
commanders and members of his military junta. There was a complete
division over the issue. Atleast four top commanders, including General
Mahmood who had earlier, in Washington, signed on the dotted line,
showed reservations on the decision to provide unqualified support
to the United States in its war on Afghanistan. Lt.-General Mohammed
Aziz, Corps Commander Lahore, Lt.-General Jamshed Gulzar Kiani,
Corps Commander, Rawalpindi, and Lt.-General Muzaffar Usmani,
Deputy Chief of Army Staff, were among those who opposed pulling
out support for the Taliban regime. They had all played key roles in
the 1999 military coup. Musharraf, however, had the backing of other
corps commanders. It was a precarious situation for him.

He could certainly not backtrack. He tried to persuade Washington
to delay the attack on Afghanistan and give diplomacy a last chance.
He thought there was still a possibility of persuading Mullah Omar to
hand over bin Laden and avoid military action. He was worried about
an extremist backlash against the US attack on a Muslim country and
his government’s support for it. General Musharraf expressed his con-
cern about the domestic fall out to the American ambassador during
his long meeting with her on 15 September. ‘These decisions are not
very easy and we need understanding from the United States and also
support from them, so that I can take the nation along with me in our
fight against terrorism,” General Musharraf recalled telling her. He was,
perhaps, more concerned about the reaction within the military.

Donning his military uniform, General Musharraf looked stressed
as he appeared on state television on the evening of 19 September
to explain why he had decided to side with the USA in the war on
terror. His tone was highly defensive as he told his countrymen how
hard he had tried to defend the Taliban against all odds. He justified
his decision saying it was done to save the country’s strategic assets,
safeguard the cause of Kashmir and prevent Pakistan from being
declared a terrorist state.

He chose the occasion to warn India to ‘lay off’ Pakistan at that
moment of crisis. The speech was aimed at defusing domestic
opposition and to assure the military that by sacrificing the Taliban, he
had protected Pakistan’s vital interests.'®
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In a last-ditch attempt to put off a US attack on Afghanistan, and
the backlash it would provoke, General Musharraf dispatched General
Mambhood to Kandahar on 17 September to persuade Mullah Omar to
hand bin Laden over to the USA. ‘I was trying to drill home to him that
he shouldn’t make the people of Afghanistan suffer for a person who’s
not even an Afghan, but someone who’s come from outside,” General
Musharraf said."

When the Saudi fugitive had first settled in Afghanistan in the 1990s
after his expulsion from Sudan, relations between him and Mullah
Omar were not cordial. Mullah Omar would often call him ‘donkey’
and make fun of bin Laden among his fellows. The Taliban leader
would argue that he had inherited the Saudi militant and had to treat
him as a guest and protect him according to Pashtun tradition. ‘He is
like chicken bone stuck in our throat,” he once told a senior Pakistani
diplomat.?. The Taliban and al-Qaeda were very different in their aims
and political and religious philosophy. The Taliban represented an
ultra-conservative society; their agenda was Afghan-specific. Before
11 September, the USA was not their number one enemy. Al-Qaeda,
on the other hand, had a wider international agenda. Its main objective
was to attack US interests wherever possible. Its cadres were not
necessarily orthodox religious people.

Over the years, bin Laden had expanded his influence as the
conservative Islamic forces became increasingly reliant on his
financial support and foreign fighters to extend control over the rest
of Afghanistan. There was a visible hardening in Mullah Omar’s stance
with the improvement in relations with his guest.

Islamabad seemed to be losing whatever clout it had on the Islamic
fundamentalist regime. Mullah Omar was not prepared to listen to
his patrons anymore. The biggest embarrassment came in early
2001 when the he snubbed Musharraf’s Interior Minister, Moinuddin
Haider, who sought the extradition of leaders of a Pakistani sectarian
group who had taken refuge in Afghanistan. They were wanted in
several cases of murder and attacks on Shia mosques.?! The worst
snub came in March 2001, when Mullah Omar rejected Pakistan’s
request not to obliterate statues of Buddha in Bamiyan. Pakistan had
tried to use the Taliban and al-Qaeda to promote its influence in war-
torn Afghanistan — only to eventually lose control over both of them.
Despite international outrage and dissent within their own ranks,
hardline Taliban extremists systematically destroyed Afghanistan’s
pre-Islamic heritage.*
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Some Taliban sources later associated the decision to blow up
Afghanistan’s ancient Buddhist statues with the growing influence
of bin Laden. The military commanders who supported the decision
were believed to have strong links with the al-Qaeda leader. They
had fought together against the Soviet forces and that bond was
further strengthened over the years during his stay in Afghanistan.
The Taliban’s growing dependence on Arab fighters who, along with
Pakistanis, constituted the most crucial part of its war machinery had
caused an increase in bin Laden’s influence. The terrorist training
camp funded by him had expanded with new recruits from across
the Islamic world. Many of those trained there were assigned to the
55™ Brigade, a unit bin Laden had created to help the Taliban fight its
Afghan opponents.

General Mahmood arrived in Kandahar on 17 September 2001 and
met with Mullah Omar without any aides. A senior Pakistani foreign
ministry official who accompanied the ISI chief said he was surprised
when the ISI chief asked him to stay outside and insisted on meeting
the Taliban supreme leader alone. No one knew what transpired in
the meeting, but he reported back to General Musharraf that ‘he was
encouraged by Mullah Omar’s response.” General Musharraf said that
Mullah Omar seemed to show ‘a little bit of flexibility’.?. The flexibility
Mullah Omar had indicated was not enough to meet the American
demand of surrendering bin Laden. He had only agreed to form a court
comprising Islamic religious scholars to try him, provided America
was prepared to present evidence of his involvement in the terrorist
attacks. But the trial never took place.

A few days later, General Mahmood sent a delegation of religious
scholars to Mullah Omar. Interestingly, the delegation comprised
hardline pro-Taliban clerics headed by Mufti Nizamuddin Shamzai,
who later issued a fatwa (religious edict) for jihad against the American-
led coalition forces. While he himself led violent protests against the
Musharraf government, one of his sons went to Afghanistan to fight
on behalf of the Taliban. There was a strong suspicion that the ISI
chief may have been involved in deception. Some officials suggest
that he had told Mullah Omar to remain steadfast and not to succumb
to American pressure.*

As Pakistan’s desperate diplomatic efforts failed to make Mullah
Omar change his mind, by the end of September American forces were
making final preparations to launch an attack on Afghanistan. They
had already acquired three air bases in Pakistan close to Afghanistan
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and set up a command post at the air force base in Jacobabad in the
southern Sindh province. The American military build-up and the
presence of US troops in Pakistan had fuelled public anger. Thousands
of people, largely supporters of hardline Islamic organizations, poured
into the streets of Pakistan’s main cities.

It was a tricky situation for the USA when it decided to go for military
action against bin Laden and the Taliban regime in Afghanistan.
For Washington, the factors that made the ISI valuable also made it
suspect. Not only had Pakistan turned a blind eye for years to the
growing ties between bin Laden and the Taliban; the ISI had also
relied on al-Qaeda camps for training Kashmiri militants. The agency
had maintained an indirect but long-standing relationship with Osama
bin Laden. The connection came to light in August 1998 when the USA
launched a cruise missile attack against al-Qaeda camps near Khost in
Afghanistan in response to the bombings of two US embassies in East
Africa. The casualties included several members of a Pakistani-backed
Islamic militant group, HuM, who were training in the camps.

In some cases, ISI agents also facilitated Arab militants travelling
to Afghanistan to wage jihad. It was widely suspected that bin Laden
escaped the attack because of a tip-off from the ISI.® However,
there had not been any evidence of the agency ever being directly
involved in al-Qaeda terrorist activities against the USA. In fact, the
IST cooperated with the CIA and the FBI on several counter-terrorism
operations in the 1990s. The agency was instrumental in the 1995
capture in Islamabad of Ramzi Yousuf, the mastermind of the first
World Trade Center bombing in 1993, and the arrest in Pakistan in
1998 of Aimal Kansi, who had shot dead two CIA employees outside
the agency’s headquarters in Langley, Virginia in 1993.%

With its deep involvement in Afghanistan, the ISI had the most
extensive intelligence data on that country and the Taliban. When
Pakistan changed its course, it also brought about a reversal in the
IST’s role. The ISI was back together with the CIA for a new war, very
different from the one that they had fought in the 1980s. It was not
the convergence of interests that fostered the alliance this time, but a
forced relationship. The agency was now required to undo the politics
of militancy, which it had actively promoted for almost a quarter of a
century. It had never been easy for the agency to completely break its
association with the Islamists.

With General Mahmood at the helm of the powerful ISI, President
Musharraf would have had a difficult time pushing his new US-backed
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Afghan policy. There was no way Pakistan could have delivered what
the Americans were demanding, with some top generals not in full
agreement. General Musharraf was also not very happy with General
Mahmood’s arrogant style, and for not consulting him before agreeing
to Armitage’s seven-point demands. Though the President would
have given his consent, he did not like being bypassed. A new policy
needed a new team.

On 7 October 2001, just three weeks after his decision to join the
US war on terror, Musharraf sacked General Mahmood and sidelined
three other top generals known for their hardline Islamic views in a
major shake-up of the army top brass. Initially, Musharraf just wanted
to remove General Mahmood from the ISI and offered to elevate him
to the post of Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Committee, which
he refused. General Aziz reluctantly accepted the job. ‘T just want to
know whether it is your own decision or are you doing it because
America wanted it” General Aziz asked his boss. General Musharraf
replied that it was his decision.”’ General Usmani simply resigned
after being superseded by the appointment of General Mohammed
Yousuf to the newly created post of Vice Chief of the Army Staff and
General Gulzar Kiani as Quarter Master General. Ironically, in his new
position of Chairman Joint Chiefs of Staff Committee, General Aziz
coordinated with the Pentagon for logistical support for ‘Operation
Enduring Freedom’ in Afghanistan.

The changes coincided with the launching of the joint US-British
military operation in Afghanistan, and were seen as a part of General
Musharraf’s plan to appoint to key positions those officers who would
support his pro-West policy shift. The shake-up in the army high
command changed the entire composition of the junta, which had ruled
the country since seizing power in October 1999 and consolidated
General Musharraf’s position as the sole power centre. In the past,
every decision taken by the cabinet and the National Security Council
had to be stamped by the powerful coterie of generals. The top brass
now bore a totally new and liberal image, tailored to the requirement
of the new situation with Pakistan trying to cut its umbilical cord with
militant Islam and the Taliban.

With no peer, Musharraf could now operate much more freely. The
removal of the hardline generals from the decision-making process
came as a great relief to the USA as well. Within a few weeks of 11
September, Musharraf had swept aside five of his top 13 generals. ‘The
critical element of strategy are timing, space and strength,” he told me
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in January 2002, appearing much more relaxed and basking in his
new-found international role. ‘No democratically elected government
could have moved so quickly,” he added.*®

General Mahmood’s removal was important, but it did not solve all
the problems. Many senior officers harboured strong anti-American
sentiments and obviously resented Pakistan fighting what they
described as ‘America’s dirty war’. ‘T hate to work with the Americans,’
a senior ISI brigadier told me. T wish they get bogged down in
Afghanistan.” Some of them refused to accept that al-Qaeda or Muslims
were responsible for the 11 September attacks. It was going to be very
difficult for them to break their associations and change their opinions
after collaborating with militant Islamists for so long.

Musharraf chose Lt.-General Ehsan ul-Haq, a moderate officer with
a strong intelligence background, as the new ISI chief. A Pashtun from
Pakistan’s North West Frontier Province, he had earlier served as head
of Military Intelligence and was known for his middle-of-the-road
views. One of his first jobs was to revamp the agency and to weed out
those officers who had a long association with the Islamic militants.
General Haq signalled a significant change in course, disbanding
two major units of the ISI that had close links to Islamic militants in
Afghanistan and Kashmir.

The move was seen as one of most significant shifts emerging
from Musharraf’s decision to align his country with the USA and to
reduce ties with Islamic militants there and in Kashmir. The measure
resulted in the transfer of perhaps 40 per cent of forces assigned to
the ISI, which drew most of its manpower from the military. The
action also served a major purpose of purging the ‘Taliban cell’ set
up in the intelligence agency by General Mahmood. The American
intelligence officials reportedly helped in compiling a list of suspect
pro-Islamic officers who were to be removed from the organization.
Despite the massive changes, the IST’s links with the Islamists were
never successfully severed. They found it difficult to leave the old
linkages behind. Nevertheless, the ISI helped tilt the balance in the
battle in Afghanistan. The withdrawal of the ISI’s support catalysed the
swift fall of the Taliban regime. The agency, which had been deeply
involved with the Taliban from its inception, guided the American
forces in ousting its own creation.

Unlike his predecessor, General Haq kept a low profile, but became
a key member of Musharraf’s inner coterie. The ISI had assumed a
much greater importance not only because of its new-found role in the
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US-led war on terror, but also because of its growing involvement in
domestic politics. General Haq kept the Americans happy by capturing
hundreds of al-Qaeda fugitives, but there was also huge scepticism
over his efforts to curb home-grown Islamic militants, who continued
to operate unabatedly, despite the apparent ban on their activities.

Though the changes in the military hierarchy had placed General
Musharraf firmly in the driving seat, his position still appeared quite
tenuous as he faced a strong challenge from the country’s powerful
Islamic groups who were out on the streets violently protesting
against his pro-US policy. This was problematic for Musharraf, as these
groups had significant influence among the rank and file of the army.
Musharraf hoped for a quick end to the war, but his standing became
more precarious when civilian casualties from the American air raids
rose. The reaction from the extremist religious parties was swift and
deadly. Thousands of people took to the streets in the western city of
Quetta, close to the Afghan border, destroying and looting banks and
torching UNICEF offices. The army was called out in Islamabad, the
capital, and other cities to control violent demonstrations.

Armed with anything from locally made rifles to machine guns, thou-
sands of Pakistani tribesmen streamed into Afghanistan in response
to the Taliban’s call for jihad. In the last week of October 2001, Sufi
Mohammed, a radical Islamic cleric, crossed the border with 10,000
volunteers, including madrasa students, to fight against US-led coali-
tion forces. Pakistani forces turned a blind eye to the hordes of volun-
teers crossing the border. ‘They should go to Afghanistan rather than
disrupting civil life here,” declared an Interior Ministry spokesman.?
More than 5,000 Pakistani jihadists died fighting for the Taliban. Thou-
sands of others were taken prisoner by various Afghan warlords.

What worried the military government was the danger of a spill-
over effect of the Afghan war into Pakistan. Islamic zealots seeking
revenge for the American bombings in Afghanistan massacred 18
innocent Christian worshippers in a Bahawalpur church. This barbaric
action was apparently inspired by the rhetoric of war between ‘Islam
and Christianity’ emanating from the radical Islamists. The carnage
gave a violent turn to the anti-American agitation and brought the war
into Pakistani territory. The situation became even more explosive as
hundreds of thousands of Afghans fleeing the American bombings
poured into Pakistan. Strong support from the moderate and pro-West
liberal political parties like former Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto’s
Pakistan People’s Party and the Muttahida Qaumi Movement helped
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the military government to contain the Islamic forces. The protests
were confined to the Pashtun-dominated region of the North West
Frontier Province and Western Balochistan. This outrage against the
US attack on Afghanistan consequently led the Islamic parties to sweep
the parliamentary polls a year later in the two border provinces having
close ethnic proximity with Afghanistan.

General Musharraf had two major concerns as the US-led coalition
forces launched military strikes in Afghanistan: the war had to be short
and targeted, so as to avoid collateral damage; and there should be
a friendly post-operation political dispensation in Afghanistan. He
suggested working with what he called the ‘moderate Taliban’. In a
television interview in November 2001, Musharraf argued that the
moderate Taliban was willing to bring about a change and it should be
accepted in a future administration. He repeatedly sought assurances
from the US administration that the Northern Alliance, which had a
strong anti-Pakistan stance and close ties with India, would not be
permitted to enter Kabul.*

After putting up stiff resistance, the Taliban regime collapsed in the
second week of November. The quick fall came as a surprise to the
US military authorities who expected the war to drag on for months
if not years. The Taliban first lost Mazar-i-Sharif to the Northern
Alliance where thousands of their soldiers were made prisoners. A
large number of them were Pakistanis. Within a few days, Taliban
forces had fled Kabul in the dead of night without a shot being fired.
The next day the Northern Alliance triumphantly entered Kabul to the
utter embarrassment of President Bush who had asked them to stay
out of the Afghan capital. He had done so on the urging of General
Musharraf who had warned that revenge killings would ensue if Kabul
fell to the Northern Alliance. The US and Pakistani leaders had agreed
to put in place a representative government in Kabul and declare it
a demilitarized city. Getting the American President to agree to his
request was seen as a major diplomatic success for the Pakistani
military leader.

Pakistan was not happy when the anti-Taliban alliance took over
control of the city, and there was a visible estrangement in Islamabad’s
relations with the new political regime installed in Kabul. Long-term
ties with the Taliban made Pakistan wary of the new internationally
supported Afghan government. However, Pakistani intelligence
agencies maintained some degree of cooperation with the Taliban
elements fleeing the fighting. While the Pakistani military establishment
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was eager to reassert its influence in Kabul, it was not possible in the
new power equation that emerged in the post-Taliban Afghanistan.
In December 2001, after much haggling at a conference in Bonn, the
rival Afghan factions agreed to a new interim set-up in Afghanistan
headed by a Pashtun Afghan leader Hamid Karzai.?'. The arrangement
diminished the role of the Northern Alliance, but it remained the most
powerful part of the government, controlling the ministries of defence,
interior and foreign affairs.

Meanwhile, thousands of retreating Taliban officials and fighters
found refuge in the North West Frontier Province and Balochistan.
Intense US bombing of their mountainous hideouts in Afghanistan
forced bin Laden and hundreds of his fighters to flee into Pakistan,
leading to a new and prolonged phase of the anti-terror war on
Pakistan’s territory. The vast lawless tribal border regions made
Pakistan attractive to jihadist recruits and militants seeking refuge. It
also provided a base for operations against US-led coalition forces in
Afghanistan. Pakistan became the backyard of America’s war on terror
and its war in Afghanistan.

Musharraf’s support for the US war on terror brought huge economic
and political dividends to his country. From a pariah state, Pakistan
became the centre of focus of the international community. Never
before had so many head of states travelled to Pakistan as they did,
in the few weeks after 11 September. Pakistan was, once more, the
USA’s strategic partner. The military government did not negotiate
any economic aid package in return for its cooperation with the USA.
Musharraf thought it was quite unbecoming at that time to be talking
of money. ‘I made it a point not to be talking on these issues, but yes,
an indication of cooperation and assistance to Pakistan, understanding
our internal problems, that was there.”®*

The economic aid and concessions from the USA and other western
countries to Pakistan increased considerably after the collapse of the
Taliban regime. These included a $1 billion loan write-off, $600 million
in budgetary support and debt rescheduling. Such a rescheduling had
taken place many times in the past, but the scale of concession allowed
in the post-9/11 period, particularly in December 2001, largely a
payback to General Musharraf for his cooperation in the war on terror,
was extraordinary. The $12.5 billion debt rescheduling was not only
far larger than any in the past, but the terms of the agreement were
also much more favourable. Basically the entire bilateral debt of the
consortium countries was rescheduled for a far greater period than in
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the past. The lifting of sanctions and direct economic support from the
USA helped ease Pakistan’s financial difficulties. For Pakistan, it was
almost a return to the 1980s when massive western aid had poured
into the country following the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan.

Pakistan was repaid handsomely as a consequence of its role as
the frontline state in the US war on terror.The World Bank, the IMF
and numerous other donors were back to help out Pakistan. Even
USAID, which had pulled out almost a decade ago after the USA
enforced nuclear-related sanctions in 1990, returned to Pakistan.®.
Another consequence of 9/11 was the huge increase in remittances,
particularly from Pakistanis living in the USA. All those factors led to a
turnaround for the Pakistani economy, which had been in dire straits
before General Musharraf’s volte-face on Pakistan’s policy towards
Afghanistan.?

While General Musharraf provided the US-led coalition with active
support in the war in Afghanistan, the break with the constituency that
backed the conservative Taliban had yet to come, exposing a paradox
in his policy. He tried to walk the fence; combating al-Qaeda while
seeking to avoid direct confrontation with the Taliban remnants and
Islamic militants. Pakistan rejected repeated requests by Washington
to allow US combat troops to be deployed in the tribal areas, saying
their presence would provoke the fiercely independent population.
‘We don’t want the American forces to operate over here as they are
doing in Afghanistan,’ said a senior military official.> Pakistani military
authorities also refused to let US officials make direct contact with
local tribal leaders. “The Americans want to distribute money to the
tribal chiefs as they did in Afghanistan,” said the official. “We don’t
want them to breach our sovereignty.” The issue remained a constant
cause of friction between Islamabad and Washington. US officials
would often accuse their ally of not doing enough.

However, the CIA and FBI operated freely in the country. There
were also a limited number of US military personnel assisting Pakistani
forces involved in the hunt for al-Qaeda fugitives. As the operation
proceeded, Pakistani officials said that the number of American
personnel involved in the search operations was not more than a dozen
and that they were just helping Pakistani troops with communication
and intelligence. But the involvement of even a limited number of
American personnel in raids became a politically sensitive issue. As
was becoming increasingly clear to Musharraf, the benefits of the US
embrace came with a heavy price tag.
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n 12 January 2002, Musharraf made another about-turn when he

declared that no Pakistan-based organization would be allowed
to indulge in terrorism in the name of religion. In a televised speech
lasting well over an hour, he unequivocally condemned all acts of
terrorism, including those carried out in the name of freeing Kashmir’s
Muslim majority from Indian rule.

He banned five Islamic extremists groups including Lashkar-e-Taiba
(LeT) and Jaish-e-Mohammed (JeM), the two most powerful jihadist
organizations. ‘No party in future will be allowed to be identified
with words like Jaish, Lashkar or Sipah,” he warned.! This declaration
was acclaimed as an ipso facto renunciation of jihad as a state policy.
From a western perspective, Musharraf’s landmark speech positioned
him as the kind of leader in the Muslim world the West had been
desperately seeking.

The speech marked a departure from the policy of supporting pan-
Islamism and the process of Islamization. Musharraf strongly asserted
that the state should exercise a monopoly over external policy and it
should be determined, not by Islamic solidarity, but by the country’s
national interests. He vowed to suppress Islamic extremist groups
challenging the authority of the state and rein in radical madrasas.



52 Frontline Pakistan

For Musharraf, the 12 January declaration was more important than
his decision to support the US war on Afghanistan. ‘This sets a direction
for the country, that was a response to a terrorist attack,” the General
told me a week after his decision that brought him into direct conflict
with the militant groups once sponsored by his intelligence agencies.>
But he found it hard to root out a deeply entrenched jihadist culture
nurtured by the state for more than two decades.

The first Pakistani jihadist group emerged in 1980 when thousands
of volunteers, mainly students from religious seminaries, joined
the anti-Soviet resistance in Afghanistan. By 2002, Pakistan had
become home to 24 militant groups.® Highly disciplined paramilitary
organizations operated in every neighbourhood, pursuing their own
internal and external agenda. The largest among them were LeT, JeM,
Harakat-ul-Mujahideen (HuM) and Harkat-al-Jihad-al-Islami (HJD. All
these paramilitary groups, originally from the same source, had similar
motivations and goals, and recruited from the same kind of people
(often unemployed youth from Punjab and the North West Frontier
Province). The only difference was in patronage: HuM and HJI were
both strongly linked with the Taliban, whilst LeT had strong links with
Wahabi groups in Saudi Arabia.

These militant organizations were not clandestine nor had they
sprouted surreptitiously. Their growth, if not actually sponsored, had
certainly been looked upon with favour by the state.* Their activities
were not secret, and found expression in graffiti, wall posters and
pamphlets all over the country, inviting Muslims to join forces with
them. They also carried addresses and telephone numbers to contact
for training. Jihad is the shortest route to paradise,” declared one of the
many exhortations. ‘A martyr ensures salvation for the entire family.’
Every jihadist organization had funds to help families of ‘martyrs’.
Although money was not the primary motivation of jihadists, it was
essential to sustain the culture of jihad.” The state’s patronage helped
the jihadists to raise funds at public places. The militant groups had
developed a powerful propaganda machinery. Their publications had
gained a large readership and their messages were also available on
video and audiotapes.

During the 1980s and 1990s, the objective of jihadist movements in
Pakistan was not, like that of Arab Salafists such as bin Laden, the es-
tablishment of a global Islamic caliphate. Their objectives were more
in line with the regional strategy of the Pakistani military establish-
ment: the liberation of Kashmir from India and the installation of a



Inside Jihad 53

Pashtun Islamist government in Afghanistan. Almost all the Islamic
militant groups served as instruments of Pakistan’s regional policy.
The army needed them as much as they needed the army. After 9/11,
Pakistan’s support for the American-led war on terror pitted it against
its former clients. Although as the following chapter shows, this did
not mean that support for them in the state security apparatus was
completely withdrawn.

The Wahabi-inspired LeT, the most radical face of jihad in Pakistan,
was also more amenable to the ISI than any other militant outfits. After
the 2002 ban, it reduced its public visibility. Instead of challenging
Musharraf’s military led government, it agreed to work within new
parameters and restrict its activities to a ‘controlled jihad’ in Kashmir
while keeping a low profile inside Pakistan. However, this tactical
truce was a strained one. Islamist groups, even government-friendly
ones like LeT, were becoming radicalized by the ideological currents
of the region. Increasingly, their ambitions exceeded the goals of the
ISI. Even in 2000, the founder of LeT, Hafiz Mohammed Saeed told me
that he saw the struggle in Kashmir as ‘the gateway to the liberation of
Indian Muslims’. He went on: ‘We believe in a clash of civilizations and
our jihad will continue until Islam becomes the dominant religion.®

A former university professor, Hafiz Saeed is not a charismatic
man; he comes across as shy and self-effacing, not the ingredients
that militant leaders are generally made of. Short and chubby, his
long beard dyed with henna, when I met him in January 2001 he was
always surrounded by his young followers. For him, killing infidels
and destroying the forces of ‘evil and disbelief is the obligation of
every pious Muslim’.” The horrors of the partition of India in 1947,
which uprooted his family from their home in Simla, left a huge imprint
on Hafiz Saeed’s personality. Millions of people were massacred in
the communal violence that followed the creation of the new Muslim
state. Thirty-six members of his family were killed while migrating
to Pakistan. There his family settled in the central Punjab district of
Sargodha.?

Farm land allotted by the government, and hard work, brought
prosperity to the family. Hafiz Saeed’s parents were very religious. His
mother taught the Qur'an to her seven sons. Five of them were still
alive. Hafiz Saeed received his primary education in the village. After
graduating from the University of Punjab he joined the King Abdul
Aziz Islamic University in Riyadh where he also taught for many years.
During his stay in Saudi Arabia he developed close links with Wahabi



54 Frontline Pakistan

clerics. After returning to Pakistan, Hafiz Saeed took up a teaching
job at the Department of Islamic Studies at the Lahore University of
Engineering and Technology. His two brothers lived in America. One
was head of an Islamic centre and the other pursued an academic
career. Hafiz Saeed himself had never travelled to the USA or any
other western country.’

In the early 1980s, Hafiz Saeed joined the mujahidin war in
Afghanistan which also brought him into close contact with Abdullah
Azzam and Osama bin Laden. Their ‘dedication to jihad’ inspired
him immensely. ‘Osama was a man of extraordinary qualities,” he
recalled.'” Azzam, a Palestinian who had worked as a professor of
Islamic jurisprudence at the University of Jordan in Amman had a huge
influence on Hafiz Saeed. The Palestinian scholar arrived in Pakistan
soon after the invasion of Afghanistan by Soviet forces and took up a
teaching position at the Islamic University of Islamabad. But his stint
was short. He shifted to Peshawar and emerged as the main jihadist
ideologue. With Saudi finance he recruited volunteers for the Afghan
jihad from all over the Arab world. He was assassinated in a bomb
attack in Peshawar in 1989.

Azzam helped Hafiz Saeed establish Markaz Dawal al-Irshad
(MDD), an organization for Islamic preaching and guidance which was
ideologically affiliated with Wahabi Ahle Hadith. In the tradition of
the reformist Sunni movements, the MDI sought to purify society and
Islam of ‘outside influences’. Its sprawling headquarters in Muridke on
the outskirts of Lahore housed a university, a farm, a clothing factory
and a carpentry workshop. The objective was to create a model
Islamic environment removed from any state interference.' In 1994,
the movement set up a network of schools across the country with the
objectives of promoting the Wahabi version of Islam and preparing the
students for jihad. The MDI observed a strict educational philosophy
that was directed towards developing a jihadist culture and to produce
a reformed individual, who would be well versed not only in Islamic
moral principles, but also in science and technology. The teaching
was aimed at producing an alternative model of governance and
development.'? These schools, located in the poorer urban and rural
neighbourhoods, attracted children of families who could not afford a
better education. The organization encouraged its supporters to have
large families, so that more volunteers were available for jihad.

Hafiz Saeed founded LeT in 1990, soon after the withdrawal of
Soviet forces from Afghanistan, as a military wing of the MDI to wage
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jihad against the Indian authorities in Kashmir. The LeT announced its
arrival on the Kashmir jihad scene on 5 February 1993 with a ferocious
attack on an Indian military force in Poonch district that killed at
least two soldiers. Two of the guerrillas were also killed. Since then
the outfit has been responsible for hundreds of guerrilla raids in the
disputed territory. Within a short span, LeT emerged as the fiercest
militant organization — it possessed not only thousands of well trained
and highly motivated fighters, but also a huge propaganda network.
Its several publications in different languages had a circulation of
hundreds of thousands. Its main publication, A/-Dawat, had more
than 80,000 copies printed and sold at major bookshops across the
country.’®. LeT had worked in close coordination with the ISI, which
also provided support to launch the militants across the border.

LeT was an extremely secretive organization. Except for the top
leadership, the identity of its members was not disclosed. Since its
inception in 1990, it has produced thousands of highly trained fighters,
who have given a new dimension to the guerrilla war in Kashmir.
The earliest fighters were trained in various camps in Afghanistan. But
after 1992 the camps were shifted to remote regions of Azad Kashmir
(Free Kashmir) and the mountainous tribal regions of the North West
Frontier Province close to the border with Afghanistan.

The procedure was simple. Any jihadist aspirant could enroll himself
for training at one of hundreds of LeT centres operating openly across
the country. The volunteers, most of them in their teens, were then
taken to various camps for military training, conducted in two stages. At
the initial level they were given basic weapons training for three weeks.
The second stage of rigorous guerrilla training was restricted to those
who were fully committed to jihad and were practising Muslims.'*

At the camp, volunteers began their day with the call to morning
prayers. They were then kept busy in gruelling physical and military
exercise until dusk. Part of the training, included religious instruction,
Qur’anic lessons and adherence to prayers. The trainees learned
to transform their lives in line with the teaching of Islam. To be in
the ranks of the ‘soldiers of Allah’, growing a beard was mandatory,
shalwar (loose trousers) had to be hiked above the ankle, and watching
television and listening to music were banned. Individualism was
curbed, beginning with the sharing of food and drinks from the same
utensils.”

After the initial training, the would-be mujahid was sent back,
usually to his home town, and kept under observation by senior LeT
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officials for a couple of months. His conduct was closely watched as he
performed routine organizational duties. He was supposed to collect
funds, organize propaganda meetings and practise the preaching
of Islam in his home and neighbourhood. Only a select number of
volunteers were chosen for the extended programme. They returned
home completely transformed after the course. They kept their hair
long and stopped cutting their beards. They were identified by new
names, mostly the surnames of companions of the Prophet Mohammed
or of the earliest Islamic heroes.!® Between 10,000 and 30,000 young
men were trained at LeT camps.

The extended training, however, did not ensure that a volunteer
would be sent for combat operations. Thousands of trained guerrillas
anxiously awaited their turn to cross into Kashmir, but not everyone
was given the chance. ‘I pray to Allah that my turn [to go to Kashmir]
comes soon, ‘said Abu Mohammed, a young college student who had
already completed the second level training. Hafiz Saeed often said
that he would not put a weapon in the hands of any young recruit
who was not secure in his faith. To be a combatant one had to be a
pious person.”’

LeT, unlike some of the other jihadist groups, drew its recruits from
universities and colleges as well as from among unemployed youth.
The traditional Islamic madrasas provided only ten per cent of the
volunteers.'® Influenced by radical Islamic literature, many university
and college students joined the group. ‘Those coming from educational
institutions are much more motivated and conscious of what they
are doing,” said Naveed Qamar, an LeT activist and graduate of the
University of Engineering and Technology, Lahore. The top leadership
of the group, including Hafiz Saeed, had been on the faculty of that
university. A large number of LeT activists also came from the working
class or were school drop-outs. In the countryside, LeT recruits were
largely from families which were influenced by Wahabi Islam."

The majority of LeT recruits came from Punjab, particularly from
Lahore, Gujranwala and Multan where Ahle Hadith had its strongholds.
In some central Punjab district villages LeT had considerable influence
because of support for the Kashmir jihad. Gondlawala, a small dusty
village, is now called Pind Shaheedan (the village of martyrs) because
at least one person from every family had fought or died in the Kashmir
jihad, mainly as an LeT fighter. The group’s increasing influence was
indicated by the fact that the villagers would accept its arbitration in
local and even in domestic disputes.® In recent years, LeT had started
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attracting an increasing number of volunteers from Pakistan’s southern
provinces of Sindh and Balochistan where Wahabi influence had
increased. Muslims from other countries, including Britain, had also
joined LeT. Shamshur Rehman, an Afghan, was the chief commander
of LeT when he was killed in Badgam district in Kashmir in May 1995
in an encounter with Indian security forces.” Several foreign militants
were believed to have received training at LeT camps in Pakistan.
Among them were Guantanamo Bay inmates David Hicks and French
terrorist suspect Willie Brigitte, who were accused of planning attacks
in Australia.*

LeT gave a new and more violent dimension to the Kashmiri
struggle by launching Fidayin raids against Indian forces and military
installations. The term ‘Fidayin attack’ was used by the LeT leadership
for target operations well inside the Indian military bases.? ‘A Fidayin is
one who must complete his mission even in the worst circumstances,’
explained Abdullah Muntazir, an LeT spokesman. He insisted that the
concept of Fidayin was different from that of a suicide bomber, who
blew himself up to kill others. "We consider suicide attacks un-Islamic.
Many Fidayin come back alive after completion of their missions,’ said
Muntazir. The Fidayin attacks had brought an unprecedented ferocity
to the Kashmir jihad.

A Fidayin is chosen from among the best and most courageous
fighters and not every guerrilla meets the tough criteria. An other-
worldly level of devotion to the cause is required, as I discovered
when T met a Fidayin recently returned from his mission. His thin
frame, gentle eyes and polite manners gave not the slightest indication
of his being a guerrilla fighter. The young bearded militant, who used
the nom de guerre of Abu Ukrema, had just returned from Kashmir
when I met him at the LeT headquarters in Lahore in January 2001.
Abu Ukrema walked with a limp because of a bullet wound, received
during an encounter with the Indian troops. ‘I will return to the
fighting as soon as the bullet is removed and the wounds are healed,’
he told me. ‘It is my desire to become a martyr.” His face lit up as he
narrated how he and his fellow guerrillas had destroyed an Indian
army post after a fierce gun battle which lasted several hours and left
many soldiers dead.

Martyrdom is not mourned as it is considered to be the sole
guarantee of entry to paradise. LeT local officials visit the house of the
martyr to offer congratulations to the family. Sweets are distributed to
celebrate the death. The occasion is also used to solicit new recruits.
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Emotional speeches are delivered and then the martyr’s testament,
which often exhorts their kin to strictly observe the Islamic tenets and
be prepared to give their lives in the way of Allah, is read in public.
The men are implored neither to listen to music nor to watch films.
They are asked to destroy their television sets because they ‘spread
the Hindu culture of singing and dancing’.?* LeT’s sectarian tilt and
ultra-orthodox ideology distinguish it from other Pakistani radical
Islamists. Some other militant groups even accuse it of undermining
the Kashmiri jthad by promoting sectarian division.”

LeT’s main stress was on jihad against Hindus, who it regarded as
the worst polytheists, and against Jews who it claimed were ‘singled
out by the Qur'an as the enemies of Islam’. LeT leaders maintained
that Hindus and Jews were their main targets because they were ‘the
enemies of Islam and Pakistan’.? A party document, ‘Why are we
waging jihad’, argued that jihad was the only way to avenge history
and re-establish the lost glory of Islam. It vowed to take back Spain,
where Muslims had ruled for 800 years, and to re-establish Muslim
rule in India. It said that LeT was fighting to liberate not just Kashmir,
but the whole of India. It was one of the reasons why LeT’s attacks
against Hindus had been so savage. In many cases the victims were
beheaded. In December 2000 LeT extended its jihad from Kashmir to
mainland India.

It was just before dark on 3 December 2000 when two of LeT’s gun-
men sneaked inside Delhi’s Red Fort, which housed an Indian military
unit and a high-security interrogation cell used both by the Central Bu-
reau of Interrogation and the army.?” The fort, built by Mughal Emper-
or Shahjahan in the seventeenth century, sits on the edge of the Indian
capital’s old town and has a huge symbolic value for India. Tradition-
ally, the Prime Minister hoisted the national flag here on Independ-
ence Day, and part of this historic landmark was opened to tourists in
the daytime. A fierce firefight broke out after armed intruders stormed
the security barracks, killing three guards. LeT claimed responsibility
the next day, declaring that the guerrillas who were involved in the
deadly attack were safe at an undisclosed location.

The audacious raid on the Red Fort was the first operation against
an Indian military installation inside India by an Islamic militant group
involved in the Kashmiri struggle. ‘The action indicates that we have
extended the jihad to India,” Hafiz Saeed declared when I met him a
month after the incident. The attack on the Red Fort signalled a new
and more aggressive phase in jihadist activities.
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It was incidents such as this which brought LeT to the US State
Department’s attention and, in 2002, it was placed on the USA’s list of
terrorist organizations. Musharraf, having declared his support for the
war on terror, had little choice but to ban it. But the ban had little affect
on LeT’s power. Before it was even announced, the LeT leadership
had shifted their base to Indian-controlled Kashmir. This relieved
some of the political pressure from Musharraf as it made it more
difficult to claim that the Pakistani government was behind the Fidayin
attacks. While an entirely new Kashmiri leadership was appointed to
run the military wing, in Pakistan the outfit started working under the
banner of its political wing, Jamaat-ud Da’awa, with Hafiz Saeed as its
head. The new organization ostensibly restricted its role to preaching,
education and social welfare. But in reality it never ceased working in
support of the Kashmiri jthad.?®

LeT leaders admit that the proscription slowed down their operation
in Kashmir, but it certainly didn’t stop it; a large number of its militants
were still based in its camps in Muzaffarabad in Pakistani-controlled
Kashmir. After initial restraint, LeT was back recruiting volunteers and
its donation boxes had reemerged at public places and mosques. In
a speech on March 2004, Hafiz Saeed had declared that more than
7,000 new volunteers had received military training at LeT camps in
the previous six months. The first congregation of Jamaat-ud Da’awa
held in November 2002, after the government’s action against LeT,
attracted more than 100,000 people.

It was apparent that Jamaat-ud Da’awa was just a cover to avoid
international scrutiny. Neither its militant infrastructure nor its
propaganda machinery had stopped functioning. The group continued
to publish several magazines and run a website. Interestingly, no
LeT activist was arrested in the government’s crackdown on Islamic
extremists. After being detained for a few months, Hafiz Saeed was
freed by a High Court order in December 2002 and then moved freely
around the country, mobilizing Muslims for jihad. ‘For us jihad is sacred
like praying and fasting that cannot be forsaken under any condition,’
he declared at the end of his detention. ‘Ours is not such a cowardly
party as to bow down before the US pressure for halting support to
jihad.®” The Pakistan government placed Jamaat-ud Da’awa on the
‘terror watch list” in 2003, but the action did not affect its activities,
which included running a huge network of hospitals and schools.

While continuing the struggle in Kashmir, LeT had its own reason
not to take on the government. ‘Our main objective is to wage jihad
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against non-Muslims,‘explained Yahya Mujahid, a spokesman for
the group.”® Indeed, unlike other militant groups such as JeM and
HuM, LeT has never used its military skills within Pakistan nor did it
involve itself with any sectarian or ethnic organizations. The case of
LeT was indicative of Islamabad’s continuing flexibility towards those
organizations which had restricted their activities to Kashmir and did
not indulge in terrorism at home. Pakistani authorities defended their
stance saying that LeT did not present any threat to the country’s internal
security, so there was no need to crackdown on it. According to them
the organization strictly controlled its cadres and none of its members
had ever indulged in any act of terrorism inside the country.

Contrary to this claim, there is strong evidence of LeT activists
providing shelter to al-Qaeda fighters fleeing from Afghanistan. Abu
Zubaydah, a close associate of bin Laden, was captured in 2002 in
a house in the Pakistani central city of Faisalabad rented by a LeT
member. But its leaders deny any association with the terrorist network.
They maintained there was a fundamental difference between them
and bin Laden’s views on fihad’. “‘We do not agree with his call to
overthrow the rulers of Muslim countries. Islam does not allow waging
jihad against Muslims,” said Yahya Mujahid.

Aswellasthe desire to avoid unnecessary confrontations, Islamabad’s
attitude towards LeT also reflected the desire to keep militancy alive
until India agreed to a resolution of the Kashmir dispute. Despite an
improvement in relations between India and Pakistan as a result of
the peace process launched in January 2004, there has not been any
substantive move on the thorny issue of Kashmir. Islamabad believed
that a complete cessation of militancy in Kashmir would remove
pressure on India to make any concessions.

Though its main concentration has been in Kashmir, LeT has
expanded its network to several other countries. Its members were
active in India, Burma, Chechnya, and Bosnia and according to some
reports have also been fighting against the American forces in Iraq.
In April 2004, coalition forces reportedly arrested a Pakistani Islamic
fighter who was identified as Danish Ahmed. A former LeT commander
in Kashmir, he was captured by British forces in Basra and later handed
over to the American intelligence authorities. Ahmed is believed to
be among hundreds of Pakistani volunteers involved in the Iraq war.
Most of them came from religious schools run by MDI. Virulently anti-
American, the party has declared that it was mandatory for Muslims to
join the mujahidin fighting against the American forces in Iraq. ‘Islam
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is in grave danger and the Iraqi mujahidin are fighting for the return of
its glory. They are fighting the forces of evil in an extremely difficult
situation,” Hafiz Saeed declared in his sermon at a Lahore mosque in
June 2004.3!

Though LeT refrained from indulging in terrorist activities inside
Pakistan, its leaders became increasingly critical of Musharraf’s pro-
American policies and move to reform the madrasas. ‘Most of our
leaders are lapdogs of Americans,” declared Majjalutul Dawa, a
publication of Jamaat-ud Da’awa.

Despite being seen as a ‘tame’, controllable force, LeT is more
powerful than ever, and looks set for confrontation with the
government on issues which go beyond Kashmir. Simply by carrying
out its recruiting, fundraising and military activities, it contributes to
the radicalization of Pakistani society. Nonetheless, for as long as the
Kashmiri issue remains unresolved, the government seems prepared
to embrace it.

Unlike Kashmir, Afghanistan is an area where the government’s
objectives and those of their erstwhile jihadist allies became very
different after 9/11. However, precisely because of the extent of
cooperation between the Taliban, the ISI and Pakistani jihadist
groups in the 1980s, Musharraf has found it very difficult to get the
state security services to effectively implement his policy about-turn.
Taliban-sympathising jihadist groups, such as HuM and JeM, are now
increasingly powerful on the ground in the treacherous border regions
between Afghanistan and Pakistan.

The extent of Taliban/ISI/jihadist cooperation was revealed during
the Indian hostage crisis of 1999, the resolution of which I witnessed
first hand. T sat at Kandahar airport with a group of reporters,
photographers and TV crews just 500 metres from an Indian Airlines
Airbus, the only functional aircraft there. Black-turbaned Taliban
soldiers guarded the plane with more than 155 passengers on board
as negotiations between the hijackers and UN officials dragged on.
Conditions inside the plane were stifling. The body of a passenger
killed by the hijackers lay in a pool of blood.

Armed with grenades, pistols and knives, five men had seized flight
IC 814 about 40 minutes after it took off from Kathmandu, Nepal on a
scheduled flight to New Delhi on 24 December 1999. The plane had
made stops in India, Pakistan and the United Arab Emirates before
landing in Afghanistan. The hijackers, who called themselves Kashmiri
freedom fighters, had demanded the release of three top Islamic
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militant leaders from Indian prisons. Some of the hooded hijackers
would climb down occasionally to receive supplies or talk to officials.
The Taliban officials were visibly warm towards them.

Interestingly, the Taliban leaders, who in the past had scorned
foreign journalists and deemed photography as un-Islamic, were overly
amiable, providing them with facilities. There were no restrictions on
TV cameras and photography. The conservative Islamic administration
appeared extremely keen to have international publicity for the event.
Scores of media persons from the world over had descended on the
spiritual headquarters of the regime as the hijacking drama unfolded.

The eve of the new century brought an end to the hostages’ eight-
day ordeal when the Indian Foreign Minister, Jaswant Singh, arrived
with the three men whose freedom was demanded by the hijackers.
Among them was a short, stocky man with an unkempt black beard.
A former leader of HuM, Masood Azhar was captured by the Indian
authorities in 1994 and held in prison on terrorism charges. Along
with him was a tall heavily built young man. A Pakistani-born British
national, Ahmed Omar Saeed Sheikh had been detained in Delhi’s
high security Tihar prison for many years on charges of kidnapping
three foreign tourists.

The hijackers stepped down triumphantly from flight IC 814, their
faces still covered, as Indian officials handed over the freed militants
to the Taliban authorities. Mullah Wakil Ahmed Muttawakil, the suave
Foreign Minister of the Taliban regime, won international praise for
his ‘deft handling’ of the hijacking episode. But the real-life drama
was taking place at the far end of the tarmac. The freed militants were
warmly greeted by Mullah Akhtar Usmani, the chief of Taliban forces
in Kandahar, and dozens of other senior officials of the fundamentalist
regime. They were joined by two of the hijackers, one wearing a
western suit and the other in safari dress. ‘Are you satisfied now?’ a
smiling Mullah Usmani asked the two men. ‘Indeed,” replied one of
them excitedly. They were whisked away in a window-blackened
vehicle to an unknown destination. The three other hijackers also
vanished from the scene.*

‘Everything had gone amazingly smoothly due to the Taliban’s
excellent political acumen and superb handling of the situation,” Azhar
later recalled. It was the first time that a Pakistani-based militant group
had successfully used hijacking as an instrument of terror. The well-
planned action was carried out by HuM: a group similar to LeT, but
which drew its recruits from less well-educated, unemployed youth,
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often from the North-West Frontier Province. HuM was formed by
former members of Harkat-ul-Ansar (HuA) after it was put on the State
Department terrorist organizations list in 1994.

The group could not have succeeded without backing from the
Taliban government and its Pakistani patrons. In fact, Afghan sources,
including Muttawakil, who had surrendred himself to US forces after
the fall of the Taliban regime, revealed that the hijackers were taking
instructions from Pakistani intelligence officials present at the airport.?
The hijacking was followed by an extension of militant operations
well inside India. Ironically, all its jihadist ‘assets’ who had figured in
the incident returned to haunt Pakistan with the turn of events a few
years later.

It was late in the evening on 7 January 2000 when Azhar resurfaced
at Al-Rasheedia mosque in Karachi’s central district. Surrounded by
some two dozen men dressed in camouflage-style uniforms and
brandishing automatic rifles, he triumphantly declared that his freedom
was a defeat for India. ‘T have come here because it is my duty to tell
you that Muslims should not rest in peace until we have destroyed
America and India,” thundered the militant leader, his head wrapped
in a chequered scarf. Some 10,000 people who had gathered there
after evening prayers greeted him with chants of ‘Allah o Akbar’ (God
is the greatest) and ‘Death to India’. ‘I will not rest in peace until I
wrest Kashmir from India.”** There was no effort from the government
to detain Azhar or even to stop him from making an inflammatory
speech. It was quite apparent that he enjoyed state protection.

Born in 1968 in the southern Punjab district of Bahawalpur, Azhar
was the third of 12 children of a schoolteacher. He grew up in an
intensely religious atmosphere and most of his family members
had been associated with radical Islam.” Azhar received his Islamic
religious education at one of Pakistan’s largest and most influential
Islamic seminaries, Jamia Ulumia Islamia, also known as Jamia Binoria,
in Karachi, before joining the institution as a teacher. Run by a trust
established by Islamic scholar Yousuf Binori in the 1950s, the school
had been transformed into a centre for jihad in the 1980s during the
anti-Soviet war in Afghanistan.

The seminary was the bastion in Pakistan of the fundamentalist
Deobandi movement, which developed in the nineteenth century. A
branch of Sunni Hanafi Islam, the creed is named after a great religious
seminary established in 1867 in the Indian village of Deoband near
Delhi. The founders of the seminary drew their spiritual guidance
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from Shah Wali Ullah, an eighteenth-century Islamic scholar who
endeavoured to bind together different Islamic schools of thought.
The movement, which was purely a South Asian phenomenon, sought
to revive puritan Islam, but became radicalized with the call for jihad
against the Soviet occupation of Muslim Afghanistan.

The first squad of Pakistani jihadists came from this institution
in 1980,% and in the next two decades thousands of its students
participated in ‘holy wars’ in Afghanistan and Kashmir. Many of the
Taliban leaders were graduates of this institution. They would often
consult Mufti Nizamuddin Shamzai, a widely respected cleric and dean
of the school, on matters relating to Islamic sharia.

Azhar’s journey into jihad started during his stay in Jamia Binoria. In
the mid 1980s he went to Afghanistan to fight along with the mujahidin
in the eastern Khost province. There was no going back for him from
there. It was in Afghanistan that he decided to dedicate his life to
the cause of jihad. He joined HuM, one of the most powerful jihadist
groups involved in the Afghan war. Because of his weak physical
condition he was assigned propaganda and organizational work. With
his fiery speeches he soon made his mark on the movement. Audio
cassettes of his speeches were used to motivate Muslims to join the
jihadist cause. He was also a powerful writer and in the 1980s edited a
magazine called Sadai Mujabid (‘Voice of Mujahid’). He soon rose up
the group’s leadership ladder.

One of his tasks was to mobilize support in other countries and,
during the 1990s, he made trips to several European and African
countries. Some reports suggest he followed Osama bin Laden to
Sudan in 1992 and fought in Somalia along with Arab fighters, most of
them former Afghan war veterans, for the local warlord, Aided. He was
also said to have been involved in the training of militants in Yemen
before he was sent to organize the party’s jihadist network in Indian-
controlled Kashmir.?” Captured by Indian forces in February 1994 for
travelling on a forged Portuguese passport, he was tried on terrorism
charges. He was acquitted in that case, but remained in jail for more
than six years. He made an attempt to escape by digging a tunnel, but
was caught and put in a high security prison in Srinagar. During his
six-year detention in Indian jails, Azhar, still in his mid thirties, wrote
numerous articles on jihad, often referring in his writings to Africa.

It was in July 1994 that Ahmed Omar Saeed Sheikh, then a student
at the London School of Economics, was sent to Delhi by the HuM
leadership with a mandate to kidnap a group of western tourists and
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demand as ransom the release of Azhar and some other militant leaders.
Sheikh succeeded in kidnapping one American and three British
nationals from a hotel in New Delhi, but the hostages were rescued by
the police from a house in Sharanpur town in Uttar Pradesh. Sheikh
was captured after a shoot-out in which one policeman was killed. Tt
took another five years and the hijacking of an Indian Airlines jet to
earn his and his mentor’s freedom. The two probably met face to face
for the first time in the plane which took them to Kandahar.

The son of a wealthy Pakistani businessman who had migrated
to Britain for a better economic future, Sheikh fitted the profile of
a classic politically aware Islamic militant. His passage to militancy
started in 1992 when he watched a series of documentary films about
the oppression of Muslims following the break up of the former
Yugoslavia. In the wars in the Balkans in the 1990s, thousands of
Muslims were brutally murdered in scenes of violence not seen in
Europe since the Second World War.?®

A story gained prominence regarding Sheikh’s path to extremism:
moved by the plight of Muslims, it said that Sheikh travelled to Bosnia
with an organization known as ‘Convoy of Mercy‘. The purpose of
the visit was to provide humanitarian help to the victims of ethnic
cleansing. But the people he had met and the things he saw during the
trip radicalized him.* After his return, he dropped out of the LSE and
headed to a training camp in Afghanistan where he established links
with HuM. Equally important in terms of what happened next, he was
recruited by the ISI in London before leaving for India.

On returning home, Azhar broke away from HuM and decided to
form his own group. On 30 January 2000, flanked by his teacher and
mentor, Mufti Nizamuddin Shamzai, and some other senior clerics of
the Jamia Binoria, Azhar announced the formation of a new militant
outfit, Jaish-e-Mohammed (JeM). The decision shocked Pakistani
jihadist circles. Backing for the new party by Shamzai and other
Deobandi clerics, who were considered to be very close to Pakistan’s
military establishment, raised many questions. Jamia Binoria had
played a key role in promoting a state-sponsored jihadist culture and
their support for the new militant outfit led to speculation that it was
done at the behest of the ISI.

The new guerrilla group was more ambitious than any seen before,
and heralded its emergence on the jihadist scene by launching a
number of spectacular attacks against the Indian forces in Kashmir in
mid 2000. Most of its cadres came from rural areas, small towns and
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from the madrasas. JeM also recruited among emigrant Kashmiris and
Punjabis in Britain. One of them, Mohammed Bilal, a young man from
Birmingham, drove a car full of explosives into an Indian army base
in Srinagar on 25 December 2000. Pakistani and Kashmiri expatriates
in Britain and other countries were the source of funding for the
group.®

In addition to guerrilla activities in Kashmir, JeM continued to have
close ties to the Taliban regime in Afghanistan. Several of Azhar’s close
family members were in government jobs in Kabul. Hundreds of JeM
activists received training in camps in Afghanistan, bringing them
into contact with al-Qaeda. The group’s newspaper, Zerb-i-Momin,
became a mouthpiece of the Taliban regime and was widely read
among the officials.

The weekly newspaper, published from Karachi in both Urdu and
English, sold about a quarter of a million copies across Pakistan. It
represented a new breed of jihadist journalism which saw huge growth
during the 1990s. With the rise to power of the Taliban in Afghanistan,
these publications received a massive boost and became very vocal
and proactive in favour of what could be described as ‘Talibanization
of mind and soul’ in Pakistan. More than two dozen publications
representing various militant outfits had a combined circulation of
around one million. They propagated a militant Islamic and anti-
western world-view. Zerb-i-Momin did not publish pictures of human
faces in line with the Taliban’s fundamentalist interpretation of Islam.
Instead, it printed images of Islam’s holy places or of weapons. It
regularly published news about al-Qaeda and Taliban activities. Zerb-
i-Momin continued its publication even after the proscription of JeM.
The group also published an Urdu-language daily newspaper from
four cities; Islam had a nationwide circulation of more than 100,000.

JeM had expanded its activities in Afghanistan through the Al-
Rasheedia Trust founded by Maulana Abdul Rasheed, a leading
Pakistani cleric associated with Jamia Binoria. The Trust, which had
funded JeM’s jihadist activities, established a network of mosques
and madrasas in Afghanistan. The American administration in 2002
placed the Trust on the list of organizations supporting and financing
terrorism. Pakistan had also frozen its funds and put a ban on it, but
this action was later suspended on the orders of the High Court.

After 9/11, JeM signalled their anger at Pakistan’s break with the
Taliban by raiding the Kashmir state assembly building in Srinagar in
October 2001, killing 35 people and later launched a suicide attack on
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an Indian military base in Srinagar. The attack brought the Pakistani
military regime under tremendous international pressure to act against
the militant organizations. The incident, which occurred a few weeks
after 9/11, forced Musharraf to denounce the raid as a ‘terrorist action’.

A few weeks later, JeM struck again, this time extending its
operations inside India. It was just before noon on 13 December
2001 when a group of gunmen wearing military-style fatigues broke
through tight security and burst into the area in front of the Indian
Parliament building. One of the men was wearing explosives strapped
to his body and blew himself up soon after breaking in. There were
about a hundred members of Parliament inside the House as an
intense gun battle between the attackers and security guards raged on
for thirty minutes.* The Indian Prime Minister, Atal Bihari Vajpayee,
was being driven towards Parliament at the time of the assault. He
immediately turned back. The gun battle left five attackers and seven
guards dead and 15 others injured. A JeM spokesman immediately
claimed responsibility, but its leaders later backtracked, apparently
under government pressure from Pakistan. Pakistan placed Azhar
under protective custody but refused to hand him over to India, saying
there was no evidence of his involvement in the Parliament attack. On
12 January, Musharraf banned JeM after the US Department of State
placed them on its list of terrorist groups. But the action did not affect
their activities. Even before the ban, JeM had started operating under
a new banner, Jamaat-e-Furqa. Azhar was released by a court order
a few months after his detention. But the group retaliated against the
ban by launching a series of terrorist attacks across Pakistan targeting
western nationals, Christians and Shia Muslims. Many of its activists
subsequently became foot soldiers for al-Qaeda operations in Pakistan.
The Pakistan government had chosen to ignore Azhar’s involvement in
all this: he was detained only for a few months under the Maintenance
of Public Order. Since then he has maintained a low profile.

JeM activists returning from Afghanistan after the fall of the Taliban
regime were responsible for a suicide attack on a Christian church
in Islamabad’s high-security diplomatic enclave which killed several
people, including two Americans, in March 2002. The group was also
responsible for attacks on Shia mosques in different parts of Pakistan.
These kinds of sectarian attacks inside Pakistan marked it out as
differing in strategy from other hardline Sunni groups such as Sipah-e-
Sahaba Pakistan (SSP) and Lashkar-e-JThangvi (Le]), though in reality
their memberships often overlapped. JeM was also involved in a
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December 2003 plot to assassinate Musharraf. The plan was apparently
conceived by Ahmed Omar Saeed Sheikh and Amjad Hussain Farooqi,
the two main characters who figured in the December 1999 hijacking
of an Indian Airlines plane.

Sheikh apparently never went back to Britain after his release
in Kandahar and instead joined his mentor, Azhar. Sheikh had
established links with al-Qaeda soon after his release, and Pakistani
intelligence agencies believe he had travelled to Afghanistan several
times since then. The 28-year-old Londoner was believed to have met
with bin Laden during his last trip to Afghanistan at the time of the US
invasion. Just after the Taliban were ousted, he returned to Pakistan,
having shaved his beard to escape capture.? He was furious with his
former patrons for helping the American forces in the invasion of a
Muslim country. Only a few weeks later, he was arrested for his role
in the kidnapping and murder of Wall Street Journal reporter Daniel
Pearl.®

Farooqi was a close associate of Sheikh’s and the main coordinator
of the group that met in Islamabad in 2001 to plot Musharraf’s murder.
The militants made several plans, but the two most serious ones, which
were carried out within a span of two weeks in December 2003, had
nearly succeeded. The plot revealed the nature of the terrorist coalition
that had emerged in Pakistan after 9/11. Farooqi represented just one
more link in this new alliance, confirming the worst fears about al-
Qaeda’s successful merger with Islamic extremists in Pakistan, one
that made them difficult to identify and segregate.

In his mid thirties, Farooqi had fought against Soviet forces in
Afghanistan and during Taliban rule he ran a guerrilla training camp
in Afghanistan for Pakistani militants. A former activist of HuM, he
had joined Azhar and served as his bodyguard, developing close ties
with al-Qaeda through Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, bin Laden’s chief of
operations. Farooqi was the key suspect in almost every terrorist attack
in Pakistan after 9/11. One of the country’s most wanted terrorists, he
had a half-million-dollar price on his head. He was killed in a firefight
with security forces in southern Pakistan in September 2004.%

One of the suicide bombers involved in the Christmas Day attack on
Musharraf was a young Islamic militant who had recently been freed
from an Afghan prison. Twenty-three-year-old Muhammad Jamil had
fought in Kashmir before moving to Afghanistan where he received
guerrilla training at an al-Qaeda camp in Rishkor, south-east of Kabul.
The sprawling compound, which now houses the Afghan army,
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had previously served as the main training centre for militants from
Pakistan and other countries. The volunteers were given standard 40-
day or three-month guerrilla training here. Jamil was captured fighting
for the Taliban regime by the opposition Northern Alliance forces
in 2000. After spending some three years in an Afghan jail, he was
finally released by President Hamid Karzai in April 2003. Pakistani
intelligence agencies, with their long association with militant groups,
cleared the young man of any anti-state activities and allowed him to
rejoin the militant camp in his home town of Kotli in Pakistan’s semi-
autonomous state of Azad Kashmir.®

Jamil’s links with the ISI were revealed during his detention at
Baharak jail in Afghanistan’s Panjshir valley, where he told his captors
that he was a Pakistani army officer. He repeated the claim when
paraded before foreign journalists. Pakistani authorities rejected the
statement saying it was extracted under duress. But there is no denying
his contacts with the Pakistani spy agency, which had facilitated the
recruitment of thousands of youths to fight in aid of the Taliban regime.
Intriguingly, the Kotli camp, run by JeM, had continued to function
under ISI supervision despite Musharraf’s orders to close down all
such facilities. (When Musharraf learned that it was still functioning,
he sacked Major-General Khalid Mahmoud, then the director of the
IST’s Kashmir cell.)

JeM had developed a substantial following among the soldiers
and lower-ranking military officials. Those radical contacts were
extremely useful in the December attacks on Musharraf. Some two
dozen air force personnel were part of a clandestine JeM cell, which
was involved in the 14 December attempt to blow up the presidential
convoy. Members of the cell lived in a residential colony near the
Chaklala air base right in the heart of the Rawalpindi garrison, and met
regularly with jihadist leaders without being spotted by intelligence
agencies. One was Mushtaq Ahmad, who was instructed to plant the
explosives under the bridge over which Musharraf’s cavalcade passed
on 14 December. A high-tech jamming device fixed in the President’s
car delayed the detonation by a few crucial seconds that allowed the
cavalcade to cross before the explosion. It was not clear whether it
was inefficiency or a deliberate oversight on the part of the intelligence
agencies that they did not notice such a large quantity of explosives
tied to the bridge along the high-security presidential route. Ironically,
it was Indian intelligence that had warned Musharraf of the first attempt
to kill him by blowing up the bridge. Mushtaq was handed a death
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sentence in a secret trial in November 2004, but mysteriously escaped
from the detention centre inside the top-security Chaklala air base.

Some other Islamic militant groups that had earlier been aligned with
the IST also turned to jihad after being proscribed by the government.
These included HuM and HJI, both of which had a long history of
involvement in Afghanistan and were closely associated with al-
Qaeda. They felt betrayed by Musharraf’s U-turn.

I met Khalil in January 2000, a few months after the USA had put HuM
on the State Department’s list of terrorist groups for its involvement
in the Indian Airlines hijacking. Sitting cross-legged in a stuffy room
with peeling walls, HuM warrior Fazalur Rehman Khalil epitomized
this sense of disappointment as he nostalgically remembered the days
when the mujahidin were armed and trained by the CIA and the ISI
to fight against Soviet forces in Afghanistan. “‘We received all kinds of
support. We defeated the Russian forces with Stinger missiles supplied
by the United States,” the veteran warrior recalled.

A small ramshackle building in a crowded neighbourhood in
Rawalpindi served as HuM’s headquarters. Toting automatic rifles,
a number of young bearded militants kept a close vigil on visitors.
Inside, the walls were adorned with large propaganda posters carrying
pictures of Islam’s holy places, the Qur'an and Kalashnikovs. Sporting
a white skull cap and a long beard, Khalil wondered why his group
was pronounced terrorist. ‘We have asked the Americans a number of
times to tell us our crimes before announcing the punishment. There
is no evidence against us.” He accused the Americans of pursuing a
policy of intimidation. “We don’t understand the definition of terrorism.
Those who are fighting with small rifles are terrorists and those who
are dropping bombs are not.’

Khalil spoke fondly about his association with bin Laden. ‘He is
a brother Muslim. I have known him since the days of the Afghan
jihad when he was considered a friend, a mujahid and a hero by the
Americans,” he smiled. ‘Now the Americans have changed their glasses
and call him a terrorist.’

Like hundreds and thousands of his peers, Khalil had fought against
the Soviet forces in Afghanistan until he saw what he called the myth
of Soviet power shatter before his eyes. Though the days of the
Afghan struggle were over in 1989 for Khalil and hundreds like him,
the jihad was not. The holy warriors, hardened on the battlefields of
Afghanistan, found another cause to fight for — the cause of Kashmir’s
liberation from India. Following the collapse of the Soviet Union
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in 1990, which was seen by the Islamists as the ‘triumph of jihad’,
hundreds of militants fanned out in 1990 to new destinations.

Khalil was a student at a madrasa, Jamia Naumania, in Pakistan’s
North West Frontier Province when, at the age of 16, he was induced
into jihad. After the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, the madrasa he
attended had become the centre of jihadist activities by a fatwa calling
Muslims to join the war against communism. Without telling his parents,
Khalil left home in Dera Ismail Khan in 1981 to join the mujahidin in
Afghanistan.* For three years he had no contact with his family. He
fought alongside an Afghan mujahidin group led by Younus Khalis
and Commander Jalaluddin Haqani in the eastern Afghan provinces
of Khost and Paktika.?” It was also the period when he first came into
contact with bin Laden. Their relationship proved to be long lasting.

In 1984 Khalil, along with another militant leader Saifullah Akhtar,
founded Harkat-al-Jihad-al-Islami (HJID), the first Pakistani-based
jihadist outfit. But just a few years later he broke away to form his own
group, Harkat-ul-Ansar (HuA). By 1990, HuA had emerged as one of
the most feared militant groups fighting in Kashmir. A large number
of its cadres came from the Deobandi madrasa network in the North
West Frontier Province. Espousing pan-Islamic ideology, the group
believed in violent means to liberate Kashmir from India and make it
a part of Pakistan.

About sixty per cent of HuA’s initial 1,000 members came
from northern Pakistan and Afghanistan. In later years, the ethnic
composition of the organization changed with new recruits coming
from Pakistani-controlled Azad Kashmir as well as Punjab and Karachi,
many of them school drop-outs and jobless youths looking for some
meaning in their lives. Many of them were inducted by roaming jihadist
recruiting cells who, after delivering sermons in local mosques, invited
the worshippers to join the jihad. Although HuA and later HuM, which
it merged with, believed in Taliban-style fundamentalist Islam, it did
not require its cadres to go through the same kind of religious training
as conducted by LeT.

In its April 1995 report to Congress, ‘Patterns of Global Terrorism’,
the US State Department associated HuA with terrorist activities for
the first time. The report said that HuA had several thousand armed
members, trained in the use of light and heavy machine guns, assault
rifles, mortars, explosives and rockets. The same report also accused
the group of having links with the hitherto little-known ‘Al-Faran’
organization which had captured western tourists in Kashmir in July
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1995. One of the hostages was beheaded, another managed to escape,
and the fate of the rest remains unknown. Kashmiri militants privately
acknowledge that the hostages are no longer alive.

On 1 October 1997, the US Secretary of State, Madeleine Albright,
submitted to the US Congress a list of 30 international terrorist organi-
zations, which Washington had decided to bring under the purview
of the Anti-Terrorism and Effective Death Penalty Act, 1997. HuA was
one of the groups on the list. After being blacklisted by the US admin-
istration it resurfaced under a new banner, HuM. The new group was
immediately put on the terrorist watch list by Washington. The State
Department report for 1997, released in 1998, accused Pakistani offi-
cials of supporting Kashmiri militant groups, including HuM.

The rise of the Taliban gave a huge boost to Pakistani militant groups
like HuM. Afghanistan became a base for their operations. Their leaders
shared common origins, personnel and especially patrons. Most HuM
activists came from the same seminaries in the Pakistani border region
that the Taliban movement had emerged from. These groups were
heavily backed by the ISI, which also patronized the Taliban. Both
were important in furthering Pakistan’s strategic interests — to extend
Pakistani hegemony over the neighbouring state.

More than 10,000 Pakistani militants were believed to have received
training in camps run by al-Qaeda and other jihadist groups during
Taliban rule.®® The evidence of their close connection with bin Laden
emerged in August 1998 when scores of Pakistani militants were killed
in a US cruise missile attack on an al-Qaeda camp in the Afghan south-
eastern border town of Khost. A day after the attack, Khalil vowed to
take revenge for the death of his activists. ‘The US has struck us with
Tomahawk cruise missiles at only two places, but we will hit back
at them everywhere in the world, wherever we find them. We have
started a holy war against the US and they will find no place to hide,’
he declared.

Khalil was at the meeting in Afghanistan in February 1998 at which
bin Laden announced the formation of an International Islamic Front
against Jews and crusaders’. He was also a signatory of the ruling
issued by the group which had stated that it was the duty of all Muslims
to ‘comply with God’s order by killing Americans and their allies’.*

On 29 September 2001, Pakistan’s government banned HuM, but
its activists soon regrouped under new banners, Jamaat-al-Ansar and
Harkat-ul-Mujahideen-al-Alami. They retained their links with the
Taliban despite the shift in Pakistan’s policy.
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Khalil led hundreds of his fighters into war against the US forces. He
returned home in January 2002, after the fall of the Taliban regime, and
continued hisjihadist activities despite the ban on his organization. HuM
continued supporting the Taliban and al-Qaeda remnants operating
from their bases on the Pakistan-Afghan border. Khalil was detained
by Pakistani police in August 2002, only to be let out a few months
later. He was arrested again in 2004 after HuM activists were found
to be involved in a failed attempt to assassinate Musharraf. Pakistani
security forces suspected that HuM activists operating in small cells
were responsible for many terrorist attacks in the country after 9/11.

HJI, led by Saifullah Akhtar, was another jihadist organization
which had a vast network within the country and outside. The group
constituted a significant part of the Taliban forces in Afghanistan and
its fighters were known as Punjabi Taliban (because most of its fighters
came from Punjab). HJI described itself as the second defence line of
every Muslim country and claimed to have links with radical Islamic
movements in around 24 countries including Chechnya, Britain and a
number of Central Asian states.

Like most other Pakistani jihadist leaders, Akhtar was the product
of an Islamic seminary. A Pashtun from the Waziristan tribal region,
he received his elementary education at Darul Uloom, Wana before
moving to Jamia Binoria in Karachi for higher Islamic education. He
taught there briefly before joining the Afghan mujahidin in 1980.
Akhtar spent a large part of his jihadist life in Afghanistan, first fighting
the Soviet forces, then as a key commander of the Taliban forces.
His headquarters in Kabul, known as Darul Irshad, became the main
centre for Pakistani militants. More than 50 of his men were killed
when American jets bombed it in November 2001.

The group’s connection with Islamist elements in Pakistan’s army
was revealed in 1995, when Akhtar was implicated in a right-wing
coup plot. It was late evening on 8 September 1995, when Pakistani
customs guards stopped an army vehicle outside Kohat town in the
North West Frontier Province for a routine check. The search found a
huge cache of arms stored in the back cabin. Smuggled from the Dara
Adam Khel tribal area, the weapons were ostensibly being supplied
to Islamic militants fighting in Kashmir. The case was immediately
reported to the army authorities.>

The attempt initially looked like a maverick operation by some
zealots in the army to support Kashmiri freedom fighters, but
subsequent investigations led to startling revelations. The weapons
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were actually meant for a group of rebel army officers plotting an
‘Islamic revolution’ in the country with the help of some other Islamic
militant groups.

At the centre of the coup plot were Major-General Zaheerul Islam
Abbasi and Brigadier Mustansar Billah and a group of middle-ranking
army officers. The rebels, who had close ties with some Islamic militant
groups and hardline Muslim clerics, had conspired to eliminate the top
military and civilian leadership and establish an ‘Islamic dictatorship’ in
the country. They had planned to storm a corps commander meeting at
Army General Headquarters in Rawalpindi and take over the military
command. General Abbasi was to declare himself ‘Amirul Mominin’
(the supreme leader of the faithful) and turn Pakistan into a theocratic
state. One of the main accomplices in the plot was Saifullah Akhtar.

Major-General Abbasi, who was posted as Director Infantry at
GHQ, had a controversial record. As a Brigadier he was posted in
the late 1980s as Pakistan’s military attaché in Delhi from where he
was expelled on espionage charges. The bearded General, who was
known for his extremist religious views, was at the end of his career
after having been overlooked for promotion. Brigadier Billah, who
sported a long unruly beard, had more radical religious beliefs. He
was never considered professionally sound and was consigned to an
obscure post at GHQ. The conspirators were highly influenced by
Lt.-General Ghulam Mohammed Malik, a former commander of the
10™ corps in Rawalpindi who had retired just a few months earlier.
Although the General did not have any direct role in the coup plot,
most of the rebel officers idolized him because of his radical Islamic
views.

A military court handed down jail sentences to General Abbasi and
the other accused, but Akhtar was mysteriously freed and allowed
to join the Taliban forces then closing in on Kabul. Akhtar’s name
resurfaced in 2004 when he was arrested in Dubai in connection with
a plot to assassinate Musharraf.

There are differences between the various groups. Some, such as
LeT, are more focused on India (though they all share the Kashmiri
cause as a rallying point). Others, like HuM, are more involved in
Afghanistan: some have closer links with transnational jihadists;
others, such as JeM, are more concerned with purifying Pakistan itself.
They share a common culture and anti-western world-view. They
draw their footsoldiers from the ranks of the lower middle class, their
ideology from radical clerics and their direction from a nuclei of battle-
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hardened leaders with serious ISI connections. As they evolve, regroup
and reposition themselves in response to domestic and international
pressures, one thing becomes clear: the more powerful groups, which
are the more radical ones, have outgrown their handlers.
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NURSERY
FOR JIHAD

porting white turbans, the young men listened in silence to the
concluding sermon at the graduation ceremony. ‘Being watchmen
of your religion, you are naturally the first target of your enemies,’ de-
clared a frail, black-turbaned Maulana Samiul Haq. His long grey beard
coloured with henna, the fiery cleric was head of Pakistan’s leading
institution for Islamic learning, Darul Uloom Haqqgania. Situated in the
town of Akora Khattak on the Grand Trunk Road near Peshawar, the
radical seminary, often described as the University of jihad, in Septem-
ber 2003 turned out another class of young Pakistanis and Afghans
ready to wage a holy war against the enemies of their religion.
Banners showing Kalashnikov rifles and tanks adorned the walls of
the seminary. Some posters carried slogans in support of bin Laden
and holy war. ‘It is your sacred duty to defend your faith before
everything else,” exhorted Haq, a member of Parliament and the leader
of an alliance of six Islamic parties that ruled the North West Frontier
Province. In his mid sixties, the cleric took pride in having met bin
Laden. ‘He is a great hero of Islam,” he told me a week after 9/11,
showing off photographs of himself posing with the Saudi militant.
Thousands of students, teachers and religious leaders assembled
within a tented ground inside the sprawling campus broke into
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frenzied chants of 4ihad, jihad’ and ‘Allah is the greatest’, as a message
from the Taliban’s fugitive supreme commander, Mullah Mohammed
Omar, was read out to them. The school’s support for radical Islamic
movements was not a secret. It had been the cradle of the Taliban
militia that ruled Afghanistan for more than five years. Many of its
leaders, including several cabinet ministers, had graduated from the
school. It had also been a recruiting centre for dozens of Pakistani
militant groups fighting Indian forces in Kashmir. Many of the school’s
three thousand students were from Afghanistan and former Soviet
Central Asia.! Some had taken part in the ‘holy wars’ in Afghanistan
and Kashmir. Jihad is an essential part of Islam,” Haq asserted.

The proliferation of jihadist organizations in Pakistan over the
previous two decades had been the result of a militant culture
espoused by radical madrasas like Darul Uloom Haqqgania. Thousands
of madrasas across the country became hubs for militancy and
religious extremism, having a spill-over effect and presenting a serious
threat to Pakistan’s internal security. Pakistani madrasas were once
considered centres for basic religious learning, mostly attached to
local mosques. The more formal ones were used for educating clergy.
The development of simple, sparse religious schools into training
centres for Kalashnikov-toting religious warriors was directly linked
with the rise of militant Islam. Many of the religious parties operating
the madrasas turned to militancy courtesy of the US-sponsored jihad
in Afghanistan. From waging jihad against infidels in that foreign
land, taking on perceived enemies of Islam at home was just a small
step away. The influx of huge sums of money and a growing sense
of power transformed the mullah’s image from that of a docile and
humble man to a mafia thug with a four-wheel-drive Jeep and armed
bodyguards. The influence of mullahs with local Pakistani leaders
had also become formidable. Successive governments ignored their
activities out of political expediency and also because most of the
foreigners supporting them were ‘brotherly Muslim’ countries.

The Islamic revolution in Iran in 1979 opened up the first wave of
foreign funding for madrasas in Pakistan. Fearful of growing Iranian
influence and the spread of revolution, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Iraq and
some other oil-rich Muslim countries started pumping money into
hardline Pakistani Sunni religious organizations willing to counter the
supposed Shia threat.? Millions of dollars were poured into setting
up madrasas across the country, particularly in Balochistan province,
bordering Iran. The Islamization process started by General Zia ul-Haq’s
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regime in 1979 also contributed to the mushrooming of madrasas. For
the first time in Pakistani history, the state started providing financial
support for the expansion of religious education from Zakat and Ushr
funds.? The Islamization of education and levying of Islamic taxes had
a profound long-term effect.

Zakat, one of the five pillars of Islam, had been treated as a private
matter in most Muslim states. General Zia’s regime broke with that
tradition by deducting it from bank accounts each year during the
Islamic holy month of Ramadan.? The substantial amount raised by
Zakat was used to finance the traditional religious schools, most of
them belonging to the Deobandi movement, which is akin to Saudi
Wahabism. Zakat did little to improve the lot of millions of Pakistanis
living in abject poverty. The only visible consequence was the
transformation of the religious landscape of the nation. The foreign
and government-funded madrasas also became the main centres for
spreading sectarian hatred. Saudi Arabian patronage, especially of
more radical Ahle Hadith madrasas, played a major role in worsening
the situation.

Madrasas also had a key place in Pakistani religious and social
life. Most of the seminary students came from the poorest sections
of Pakistani society and were provided with free religious education,
lodging and meals. The influx of the impoverished rural population
to the madrasas was a major reason for their growth, with Punjab
and the North West Frontier Province having the highest number
of religious seminaries. Divided along sectarian and political lines,
religious seminaries were largely controlled by the two main branches
of Sunni Islam in South Asia — the Deobandi and the Barelvi. Ahle
Hadith or Wahabi Muslims had their own schools, as did the Shias. The
religious doctrinal differences among these sects were irreconcilable.
Most of the madrasas were centuries apart from the outside world.
Generally the students were poor, from broken homes, or were
orphans. Conditions in schools were regularly condemned by human
rights groups as crowded and inhumane. The students were often
subjected to a regimen as harsh as any jail, and physical abuses were
commonplace. In many schools, students were put in chains and
iron fetters for the slightest violation of the rules. There were almost
no extracurricular activities and television and radio were banned.
Teaching was rudimentary and students were taught religion within
a highly rigorous and traditional perspective, giving them a deeply
retrograde world-view.
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At the primary stage, madrasa pupils learnt to read, memorize and
recite the Qur'an. Exegeses of the holy script and other branches of
Islamic studies were introduced at the higher stages of learning.> Though
the focus was on religious learning, some institutions also taught
elementary mathematics, science and English. The most dangerous
consequence of the content and style of teaching in religious schools
was that the people that emerged could do nothing apart from guide
the faithful in rituals that demand no experts. Job opportunities for
madrasa graduates were few and narrow. They could only work in
mosques, madrasas, the parent religious sectarian party, or its affiliate
businesses or organizations.

The education imparted by traditional madrasas often spawned
factional, religious and cultural conflict. It created barriers to modern
knowledge, stifled creativity and bred bigotry, thus laying the
foundation on which fundamentalism — militant or otherwise — was
based. Divided by sectarian identities, these institutions were, by their
very nature, driven by their zeal to outnumber and dominate rival
sects.® Students were educated and trained to counter the arguments
of opposing sects on matters of theology, jurisprudence and doctrines.
Promoting a particular sect inevitably implied the rejection of other
sects, sowing the seeds of extremism in the minds of the students.”
The literature produced by their parent religious organizations
promoted sectarian hatred and was aimed at proving the rival sects
as infidels and apostates. The efforts by the successive government
to modernize madrasa curricula and introduce secular subjects failed
because of stiff resistance from the religious organizations controlling
the religious schools.

The rise of jihad culture since the 1980s gave madrasas a new
sense of purpose. As a result, their numbers multiplied and the clergy
emerged as a powerful political and social force. At independence in
1947, there were only 137 madrasas in Pakistan; in the next ten years
their number rose to 244. After that, they doubled every ten years.® A
significant number remained unregistered and therefore it was hard to
know precisely how many there were. Government sources put the
figure at 13,000, with total enrolment close to 1.7 million.” The vast
majority of students were between five and 18 years old. Only those
advancing into higher religious studies were older. According to the
government’s own estimates, ten to 15 per cent of the madrasas had
links with sectarian militancy or international terrorism. The trail of
international terror often led to the madrasas and mosques.
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Madrasas were basically conservative institutions before they were
radicalized duringthe 1980s Afghanjihad. The growingarmy of extremists
fought the anti-Soviet Afghan jihad alongside Arabs and Afghans. They
later served the cause of jihad from Kashmir to Chechnya to Bosnia,
Egypt and Yemen. At the height of the Afghan jihad — 1982-1988 —
more than 1,000 new madrasas were opened in Pakistan, mostly along
the borders with Afghanistan in the North West Frontier Province and
Balochistan. Almost all belonged to hardline Sunni religious parties like
Jamiat-e-Ulema Islam (JUI) and Jamaat-i-Islami (JI), which were Zia’s
political allies as well as partners in the Afghan jihad." Their location
in the two border provinces, which had close cultural, linguistic and
sectarian affinities with Afghan Pashtuns, made it easier to motivate the
pupils to fight for their brethren in distress.

These madrasas did not conduct military training or provide arms
to students, but encouraged them to join the ‘holy war’. The purpose
was to ensure a continued supply of recruits for the Afghan resistance.
The message was simple: all Muslims must perform the duty of jihad in
whatever capacity they could. It was the responsibility of the Pakistani
military, particularly the ISI, to provide training to the recruits in camps
inside Afghanistan and Pakistan’s tribal region. As the Afghan jihad
progressed, so did the influence of the jihadists coming out of these
madrasas. The USA indirectly — and sometimes directly — promoted
militancy, the culture of jihad and supported the clergy in its war
against communism.

Special textbooks were published in Dari and Pashto by the
University of Nebraska-Omaha and funded by USAID with an aim to
promote jihadist values and militant training. Millions of such books
were distributed at Afghan refugee camps and Pakistani madrasas,
where students learnt basic maths by counting dead Russians and
Kalashnikov rifles.!! The same textbooks were later used by the
Taliban in their madrasas.

As General Zia attempted to consolidate his authority through
Islamization at home and jihad in Afghanistan, the madrasa system
was profoundly transformed. The Islamization process nurtured
many, often mutually hostile, varieties of fundamentalism. In a society
where many sects coexisted, the measures representing the belief of
the dominant sect acted as an identity marker, heightening sectarian
divisions and promoting sectarian conflicts. As a result, sectarian
divisions were militarized. The zealots began to look inwards and fight
a new jihad against sectarian rivals, particularly Shias. The madrasa
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phenomenon drew international attention, particularly following the
rise of the conservative Taliban regime in Afghanistan. The movement
was largely the product of hundreds of seminaries in the Pashtun belt
on the border with Afghanistan.

The link between madrasas and the Afghan jihad is exemplified by
the Darul Uloom Haqqgania madrasa. Founded in 1947 by Haq’s father,
Maulana Abdul Haq, a well-respected Islamic scholar belonging to the
Deobandi order, Darul Uloom Haqqania developed into a centre for
pan-Islamism with the beginning of the Afghan war. It saw a huge
expansion with the support of the government and funds from abroad.
Like other Deobandi institutions, Darul Uloom was controlled by a
faction of JUI, a mainstream religio-political party that was part of a six-
party conservative alliance known as Muttehida Majlis Amal (MMA).
The party became an important part of the Afghan jihad. The seminary
traditionally had a large number of students from Afghanistan, but they
increased considerably with the influx of Afghan refugees.

By 1985, about 60 per cent of the students in the seminary were
Afghans. It also attracted students from Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and
Turkmenistan. From the beginning of the Afghan jihad, the school
had relaxed the rules concerning attendance, allowing the students to
take time off to participate in the ‘holy war’. The seminary, however,
drew immense international attention in the 1990s with the emergence
of the conservative Taliban movement. Thousands of Afghan, as well
as Pakistani students crossed the border into Afghanistan to join the
Islamic militia. In 1997 the school was closed for several months
to allow the students to participate in the Taliban’s war to capture
Afghanistan’s northern province of Mazar-i-Sharif. Such a large-scale
cross-border movement would not have been possible without the
collusion of Pakistani intelligence agencies.

Just months before the 11 September terrorist attacks in New York
and Washington, the school hosted a conference of Islamic parties and
militant groups to express solidarity with bin Laden and the Taliban
regime. Masked gunmen in camouflage guerrilla outfits stood guard
as Islamic leaders from Pakistan and Afghanistan congregated at the
sprawling auditorium on 9 January 2001, vowing to defend bin Laden
and to launch a holy war against the West. Besides the 300 leaders
representing various radical Islamic groups, the meeting was also
attended by a former army chief, General Aslam Beg, and a former
ISI chief, General Hamid Gul. They declared it a religious duty of
Muslims all over the world to protect the Saudi dissident whom they
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described as a ‘great Muslim warrior’. One of the objectives of the
assembly was to press Islamabad not to comply with UN sanctions
against the Taliban. Interestingly, the military government, which had
banned political parties holding public rallies, did not try to stop the
conference. No action was taken against the militants for the public
display of weapons. They obviously had the backing of the intelligence
agencies. Islamic seminaries and clerics had never been as numerous
and so powerful in Pakistan.

Islamic seminaries also became a transit point for foreign militants
aspiring to join al-Qaeda and the Taliban forces in Afghanistan. Very
few people had heard about the primitive fundamentalist Madrasa-i-
Arabia outside the remote corner of north-west Pakistan until its name
sprung on the international scene in connection with the American
Taliban, John Walker Lindh. The young American was wounded in
battle and captured by US-supported Northern Alliance forces in the
Afghan northern province of Kunduz in December 2001."

It was in this isolated and spartan school where there were no
amenities that the 19-year-old American learnt his lesson in Islamic
sharia and jihad. A new convert to Islam, he spent some six months in
this austere madrasa housed in a one-storey building before leaving
for Afghanistan in May 2001 to join the Taliban.’® Lindh, who had
grown up in upper-middle-class surroundings in California, chose the
school to properly understand Islam. Mufti Mohammed Iltimas, the
white-bearded head of the school, remembered him as a hard-working
student who was determined to memorize every word of the Qur’an.
He slept on a rope bed in a place where there was no hot water and
no electricity after 10 pm.'*

Lindh’s introduction to the madrasa came through a Pakistani
missionary he met in California in 1998. A Pashtun,” Khizar Hayat,
who had travelled to America on a preaching mission, was closely
linked with the local militant organizations. Even though he was much
older than the other boys, Lindh was granted admission to the school.
Lindh, who went by the name Suleyman al-Faris, was not in Pakistan
to engage solely in scholarly pursuits. During his stay in the madrasa,
he frequently met visiting Taliban activists. In May 2001, Hayat took
him to the office of a pro-Taliban Islamic militant group, HuM, where
he enrolled for guerrilla training.'®

Lindh was sent to a HuM camp near Islamabad. After learning the
use of firearms, he was dispatched to Afghanistan to work with the
Taliban. He was not the only American and not the only westerner
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to have joined al-Qaeda and the Taliban. Many western men, a lot of
them Afro-American, were recruited by the Tablighi Jamaat and its front
organizations and sent to Afghanistan after receiving basic religious
training in Pakistani madrasas and guerrilla training at the camps run by
militant groups, closely affiliated with the religious institutions. Some
of the madrasas had links with international Islamist organizations like
Egypt’s Akhwan-ul Muslimeen (Muslim Brotherhood), Indonesia’s
Jemmah Islamiyah, Algeria’s Islamic Salvation Front (FIS) and the
Philippines’ Abu Sayyaf group, all of whom extended support to al-
Qaeda.”

Radical madrasas were not restricted to the remote border region
in northern Pakistan. In fact, the country’s largest city and its main
financial centre Karachi, became the hub of militant seminaries.
According to one estimate, more than 200,000 students were enrolled
in around one thousand madrasas in the city. Not all, but many of
them, had links with sectarian or Islamic militant groups. The largest
among them was the Jamia Ulumia Islami or Jamia Binoria. The
sprawling red-brick campus, with tall minarets right in the heart of the
city, served as the backbone of militant Islam and was the breeding
ground for Tslamic warriors’. The country’s premier institution for
Islamic learning had also become the citadel of Sunni extremist groups.
The main campus and eight other affiliated madrasas enrolled more
than ten thousand students from Pakistan as well as 30 other countries
including China, Central Asia, Chechnya, Malaysia, the Philippines and
Britain. Students were taught the concept of jihad as a special subject
to prepare them to fight for the cause of Islam. Many of the Taliban
leaders were graduates and took guidance from their former teachers
for running the fundamentalist Islamic state. The students were sent
regularly to Afghanistan for training and orientation during Taliban
rule. At the main gate stood a huge banner exhorting Muslims to join
Taliban forces in Afghanistan. Over the last two decades, thousands of
its students fought in Afghanistan and Kashmir.

Dozens of other smaller and relatively low-profile madrasas spread
across Karachi became the base for al-Qaeda ‘sleeper’ cells in Pakistan.
A lean and shy Ahmed Hadi was an ordinary student at Jamia Abu Bakr
and the last person one would suspect of being an important cog in
the international terrorist network.'® It was only after Pakistani security
forces raided the seminary in Karachi’s middle-class neighbourhood of
Gulshan-e-Igbal in September 2003 that his real identity was revealed.
Gun Gun Rusman Gunawan was a leading member of Indonesia’s
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Jemmah Islamiyah and the brother of Hambali, the mastermind of the
2002 bombing in the Indonesian holiday resort of Bali in which more
than 200 people died. The Indonesian, who was captured along with
11 other Southeast Asian students, had spent four years at the seminary
under a fake identity."

Hambali, who was arrested in Thailand in 2003, had contacts with al-
Qaeda’s top leaders Ramzi bin al-Shibh and Khalid Sheikh Mohammed,
both of whom were apprehended in Pakistan.?’ It was the first indicator
of a terrorist sleeper cell operating in Pakistan’s main commercial hub.
Gunawan was granted admission to the Jamia Abu Bakr Islamia in
1999. He was among 15,000 students from Muslim countries who came
to Pakistan to study in Pakistani madrasas during the 1990s. Founded
in 1978, the seminary had a large number of foreign students mainly
from Thailand, Indonesia, Malaysia and African countries.*

The arrest of Gunawan provided some indication of the strong links
between Islamic seminaries and the international terrorist network. His
arrest was followed by a series of raids less than a kilometre away from
the Abu Bakr seminary. Another eight Southeast Asian students were
arrested from the Jamia Darasitul Islamia, a seminary run by Jamaat-
ud Da’awa, the political wing of Lashkar-e-Taiba. This connection
compelled investigators to explore Jemmah Islamiyah’s links with
Pakistan’s militant groups. Pakistani intelligence agencies suspected
that Gunawan was instrumental in channelling funds provided by
al-Qaeda to the Jemmah Islamiyah.?? Despite the government’s
crackdown, many madrasas continued to provide safe haven to al-
Qaeda sleeper cells.

Over the past several years, there had been a visible rise in the
number of madrasa students belonging to families of the expatriate
Pakistani community, particularly those living in the USA and Britain.
Fired by the desire to become ‘true Muslims’, hundreds of second-
generation expatriates joined Pakistani seminaries each year. Most of
them from prosperous middle-class families, they took time off from
their schools to learn about their faith. While the majority of the boys
confined themselves to Islamic learning, dozens of them got involved
in jihadist activities under the influence of militant groups that operated
inside some of the madrasas.

It was one such radical madrasa where Shehzad Tanweer, one
of the suicide bombers involved in the 7 July 2005 terror attacks in
London, spent time during his last visit to Pakistan. Twenty-two-year-
old Shehzad, who blew himself up on a subway train near Aldgate
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station in East London, was the eldest son of Mohammed Mumtaz
Tanweer, who had migrated to England in the 1960s. He grew up
in the Beeston area of Leeds, but remained connected with Pakistan
through his extended family members who lived in a farming village
in Faisalabad district.” In December 2004, Shehzad went to Manzoor
ul Islamia madrasa in Lahore, which was linked with JeM. He intended
to stay there for nine months of religious education, but left just a
week later.”* There are strong suspicions that Shehzad might have met
the mastermind of the London bombings during his brief stay there.

The suspected Pakistani connection to the 7/7 attacks brought
Musharraf under a renewed pressure to act against militant madrasas.
As in the past, he responded this time by ordering a nationwide
crackdown on Islamic extremist groups. The police again stormed a
number of madrasas and arrested hundreds of suspected extremists.
But the entire operation appeared merely superficial; most of them
were released after a few weeks.

In his new role as a key ally in the US-led war on terror, Musharraf
toned down many policies that had previously fostered militancy and
religious extremism. But most of the measures, particularly against
the home-grown jihadists, were taken under external pressure and
lacked conviction. Very little was done to rein in the militant madrasas,
despite their continuing involvement in jihadist politics. While talk
about reform went on, fresh batches of volunteers ready to confront
what they perceived as enemies of their faith continued to graduate
from madrasas.

Even after the ousting of the Taliban regime, many madrasas in
parts of Balochistan continued to preach jihad to Afghan students. A
major part of Musharraf’s anti-extremism drive was to regulate and
transform those madrasas whose role in promoting jihad had come
under increasing international scrutiny. The move was stalled because
of the administration’s failure to stop their funding from Pakistanis
working abroad, as well as from foreign Muslim charities. The biggest
source of financing for madrasas was external — from Muslim countries
as well as private donors and Pakistani expatriates. A report by the
Brussels-based International Crisis Group (ICG) revealed that Pakistani
madrasas and religious centres had received more than 90 billion
rupees ($1.5 billion) every year through charitable donations. The
amount was almost equal to the government’s annual direct income
tax revenue.” Most of the madrasas, which had in the past received
government funding, now relied solely on private charity. Ninety-four
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per cent of charitable donations made by Pakistani individuals and
business corporations went to the religious institutions. Though most
donors did not support the politics of religious parties, they felt that
Islamic education and the preservation of Islam were the most worthy
choice for their donations. Many religious leaders who ran the Islamic
seminaries had strong links in Arab countries that went back to the
Afghan jihad. For many it had become a ‘status symbol’ to receive
funding from foreign sources.

Muslims in Britain had been one of the largest donors to the
Pakistani Islamic institutions and Muslim militant groups, some of
whom had been declared terrorists and outlawed by Pakistan’s
military government. UK-based charities were the main financiers for
Islamic groups. Diversion of funds for educational and humanitarian
projects to the Islamic militant groups had become a normal practice.
It is difficult to separate finances for terror from those for charity,’
said the ICG report. LeT and JeM, reportedly collected more than £5
million each year in mosques in Britain. Although both the groups
were banned in Britain, the Kashmiri diaspora continued to make
donations to them.?

While Islamabad had repeatedly downplayed the link between
extremism and the madrasas, most religious schools continued to
preach jihad. After the failed attempts on Musharraf’s life in December
2003, the administration launched raids on some extremist madrasas,
but such half-hearted and piecemeal measures could hardly help
improve the situation. Pakistan’s failure to curb extremism owed less
to the difficulty of implementing reforms than to the administration’s
own unwillingness. Musharraf had promised to ban the use of
mosques and madrasas for spreading religious and sectarian hatred.
However, all those pledges remained largely rhetorical and seemed
to have been made under international pressure. The sectarian groups
continued to challenge the authority of the state in different ways.
Pakistan’s failure to strictly enforce laws against the preaching of
religious hatred and reining in of the extremist madrasas had largely
been responsible for the rise in sectarian-based violence. The failure
to deliver to any substantial degree on pledges to reform madrasas
and contain the growth of jihadist networks had not only given rise to
religious extremism in Pakistan, but also continued to present a threat
to domestic, regional and international security.

Several madrasas continued to provide recruits for Taliban insurgents
in Afghanistan. Run by JUI, part of the coalition government in the
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western Balochistan province, the seminaries not only provided the
Taliban with ideological training, but also extended material help.
Pashtunabad, a congested slum district in the provincial capital, Quetta,
had a large concentration of former Taliban activists. A stronghold of
radical Islamic groups, it looked more like a Kandahar neighbourhood
under the former Taliban regime, and several former Taliban leaders
were believed to have taken refuge there. The main madrasa in
the neighbourhood was run by Maulana Noor Mohammed, a MMA
member of the National Assembly. He appeared convinced that the
Taliban would re-establish their control over Afghanistan. ‘They will
ultimately triumph,” declared the 75-year-old cleric.?’

But it was Chaman, a dusty border town in Balochistan province,
that became the main base for resurgent Taliban fighting against the
US and Afghan troops. The rise to power of Islamic groups in the two
key border provinces gave a tremendous boost to the Taliban’s efforts
to regroup. Many provincial ministers and members of Parliament
belonging to the ruling alliance became actively involved with the
Afghan rebels using the region as their base. Some of the seminaries
run by the alliance leaders were used as a conduit for weapon supply
to the Afghan rebels. Many Pakistanis belonging to the ruling group
also joined the Taliban. The same seminaries from where Taliban
forces were initially raised once again became the centre for producing
a new generation of Islamic warriors.

Abdul Hadi fled his home in Afghanistan’s southern Helmand
province soon after the invasion of Afghanistan by the US-led coalition
forces. The thickly bearded former Islamic fighter was spending time
at a madrasa in Chaman. Tam waiting for a call to join jihad against the
un-Islamic regime,’ the black turbaned mullah told me in the summer
of 2003. Hadi was among the thousands of Taliban who melted away
into Pakistani seminaries. ‘They all want to go back and fight to re-
establish the Taliban control over Afghanistan,” said Hafiz Allauddin,
a Pakistani seminary teacher who had fought alongside the Taliban
forces. They were optimistic that Afghanistan would return to puritan
Islamic rule once the American forces left the country.

Not only are the madrasssas harbouring and aiding existing Afghan
warriors, they are also creating new ones. More than 8,000 new pupils
have enrolled in the seminaries in the border areas alone since the fall
of the Taliban. ‘There is a constant stream of them. It is hard to find
accommodation for the newcomers,” said Hafiz Hameedullah, the head
of one seminary. Unable to halt the expansion and prolific output of
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these seminaries, Musharraf faces a new generation of jihadists on the
dangerous and unstable border with Afghanistan — one that military
force alone can never subdue.



5

THE CONFLICT
WITHIN

humping their chests, hundreds of Shia mourners had crammed

the narrow lane in the western Pakistani city of Quetta on the
afternoon of 2 March 2004. The annual procession commemorating
the martyrdom in the sixth century of Imam Hussein, the grandson
of the Prophet Mohammed, moved at snail’s pace. Suddenly, a huge
explosion sent a massive shudder through the crowd. All hell broke
loose as gunmen on the rooftop of surrounding buildings opened
indiscriminate machine-gun fire and lobbed grenades into the
procession. Meanwhile, two suicide bombers detonated themselves in
the middle of the procession. Their bodies dangled from the balcony
over the electricity wires. The ghastly carnage left at least 44 people
dead and scores of others wounded.'

It was the third time in six months that the army garrison town
bordering Afghanistan had been drenched in blood by Sunni
militants. In July 2003 it had witnessed one of the deadliest acts of
religious violence in the country’s history, when attackers armed with
machine guns and grenades stormed a Shia mosque. More than 2,000
worshippers were praying inside. The three gunmen first opened fire
with automatic weapons and then two of them removed the pins from
the grenades they were carrying, causing terrifying explosions and
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killing 55 people, including themselves.” It was the first time suicide
bombing was used in such an attack, lending a new and dangerous
dimension to sectarian terror. An earlier attack in June had killed 13
police trainees from the Shia Hazara community. The violence spread
to Karachi and parts of Punjab province, leaving more than 350 people
dead in the year 2004.

The 2 March Quetta massacre coincided with the bomb attacks on
Shia processions in the Iraqi cities of Baghdad and Karbala, which
had left more than 200 people dead. Although no direct link between
the two incidents could be established, there appeared to be some
familiar pattern among the different theatres of jihad across the globe.
The perpetrators were driven by the same ideological world-view
and the dynamics of their operation appeared similar. The objectives
and the goals of Pakistani sectarian terrorists in the post-9/11 world
appeared closer to those transnational jihadists. It was two-track jihad:
they simultaneously fought internal sectarian jihads and external jihad
against the West in general and, more specifically, against the USA.?

Religious sectarianism, the principal source of terrorist activity in
Pakistan, presented the most serious threat to the country’s internal
security. Sectarian terrorism had been deeply intertwined with the
Islamization of the state, as non-Sunni sects felt increasingly threatened
by the Sunni orthodoxy propagated by the power of the state.

The spate of killings in Quetta and other parts of the country had
sent a grim reminder that the religious terrorist network was not
only intact, but had also expanded. The surge in sectarian terrorism
raised serious questions about Musharraf’s efforts to combat Islamic
extremism. It was all the more inexplicable given Pakistan’s success in
capturing key al-Qaeda leaders.

Heavily armed terrorist groups continued to operate despite the
government’s claim that it had rooted out Islamic extremism. While
the administration silently watched the situation drift into anarchy, the
armed marauders carried out their deadly operations with impunity. The
pattern and scale of violence had indicated that the sectarian militants
were armed and well organized. Pakistan’s largest city and commercial
capital, Karachi, and Punjab province had long been the main centres
of sectarian violence; now the sphere of strife had extended to new
areas, with a series of bloody attacks in the western border city of
Quetta where such incidents were previously unknown.

The upsurge in Sunni militancy was linked to al-Qaeda and the Tali-
ban insurgents using Pakistan as a base for their activities. The connec-
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tion had emerged after an investigation showed that Dawood Badani,
a close relative of Khalid Sheikh Mohammed and Ramzi Yousuf, was
the prime suspect in the Quetta attacks which had been carried out by
Lashkar-e-JThangvi (Le]), the Sunni group closely linked to al-Qaeda
and to former Taliban rulers in Afghanistan.* Claiming responsibility,
the group said the attacks were a protest against the Musharraf gov-
ernment, Iran and the United States. A videotape distributed by the
group showed that the two suicide bombers were madrasa students.
LeJ and other Sunni extremist groups had a history of sectarian vio-
lence in Pakistan, but those tensions were inflamed by the US military
intervention in Afghanistan and Pakistan’s support for it.

Sectarian conflict in Pakistan took an organized militant form in the
1980s. It had its roots in the so-called Islamization process initiated
by General Zia ul-Haq’s military regime. The government’s secular
disposition gave way to a professed determination to Islamize the
society. The Islamization of law, education and culture illustrated
the Sunni sectarian bias of the Pakistani state. General Zia’s Islamic
penal code was derived entirely from classical Sunni-Hanafi orthodox
sources. The official dissemination of a particular brand of Islamic
ideology not only militated against Pakistan’s sectarian diversity, but
also bred discrimination against non-Muslim minorities. The political
use of Islam by the state strengthened a clerical elite and created
sectarian groups that aggressively pushed their militant ideas.?

The move towards the establishment of a Sunni-Hanafi state,
reflecting the beliefs of the dominant sect, created a sense of insecurity
among the Shia minority community. The dynamic of exclusion and
minoritization, which had existed since the creation of the country in
various forms, was sanctified by General Zia’s Islamization.® As a result,
the more orthodox and militant version of Sunni Islam had grown in
strength and public influence. The promotion of Deobandi orthodoxy
intensified the sectarian conflict. The spread of jihadist literature from
Afghan training camps to Pakistani madrasas in the 1980s fuelled
radicalism among the students. Islamization of education created
mass sectarian consciousness far beyond the confines of the madrasa,
which resulted in a dramatic shift towards extremist Sunni orthodoxy
and anti-Shia militancy. More extremist Sunni groups demanded a
constitutional amendment to declare Shias a non-Muslim minority and
excommunicate them from the realm of Islam.

The Shia community reacted strongly to the enforcement of the
Hanafi laws by the military regime. Until 1979, Pakistani Shias were
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a politically moderate community and had supported secular political
parties. But General Zia’s Islamization and the Iranian revolution
spurred them into political activism. The Islamic revolution in Iran
had inspired Shias everywhere. Tens of thousands of Shias gathered
in Islamabad in 1980 to protest their marginalization by the Sunni
majority, the biggest show of strength by the Pakistani Shia community.”
It was also the period when a Shia political party known as Tehrik
Nifaz-e-Figh Jafaria (TNF]) (Movement for the Implementation of Shia
Jurisprudence) was formed, a move reflecting the community’s new-
found assertiveness. As the only Shia Islamic state, Iran became the
centre for spiritual guidance and political support for most Pakistani
Shias. The military government and its Sunni allies perceived it as an
Iranian conspiracy to export its revolution to Pakistan.®

The divide, deepened by the actions of the state, could never
be bridged. The Shia revolutionary idealism was followed by the
emergence of militant Sunni sectarian organizations. Sipah-e-Sahaba
Pakistan (SSP; Army of the Prophet’s Companions) was formed in 1985
by the fiery Deobandi cleric Haq Nawaz Jhangvi with a one-point anti-
Shia agenda.’ A prayer leader at a mosque in the central Punjab city of
Jhang, he was reported to have close links with Pakistani intelligence
agencies. An offshoot of JUI, SSP represented a state-sponsored and
Saudi-backed movement against Pakistan’s pro-Iran Shia minority.'° It
sought to turn Pakistan into a Sunni state.

A market district in southern Punjab, Jhang was the birthplace of
organized sectarian militancy in Pakistan, and the rise of SSP reflected
its socio-economic division in the area. The bazaar and merchants
supported the Sunni militant group in order to counter the Shia feudal
aristocracy which had traditionally dominated local politics.!! With
funding from Saudi Arabia and some other Arab countries and tacit
support from the military regime, SSP extended its organization across
the country. It had a student wing, a welfare trust and a vast network
of local offices. The outfit also operated as a political party, regularly
contesting elections in Punjab province.'? With almost a million card-
holding members, SSP emerged as one of the most well-knit Islamist
groups.

Initially the SSP cadres came from Deobandi and Ahle Hadith
madrasas,”® which had proliferated during the anti-Soviet jihad. But
later it established its own madrasas mostly in Punjab and Karachi. It
also drew support from among the urban poor and middle classes and
received funds from expatriates in the Middle East.
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External factors contributed hugely to stoking sectarian conflict in
Pakistan. The Iranian revolution evoked a strong reaction throughout
the Muslim world. The spill-over effect of the Shia revolution worried
many Arab rulers, as well as the Pakistani military regime, which was
trying to establish an Islamic system of a different kind. The rivalry
between Sunni Arab states and Shia Iran was further heightened during
the Iran-Iraq war. Money poured in from Arab countries anxious
to counter the radical Shia Islam sponsored by Iran’s revolutionary
regime. In the process, Pakistan became the battlefield in an intra
Islam proxy war. Iran and Saudi Arabia supported their respected
allies. The Saudi government had consistently backed and funded the
Deobandi school of thought in Pakistan which had many similarities
to the Wahabi version of Islam. Madrasas funded by Saudi Arabia,
Kuwait and other Gulf countries, especially after the Soviet invasion
of Afghanistan, became the centre of Sunni militancy, as well the
recruiting ground for sectarian organizations."

Deobandiand Ahle Hadith mullahs whipped up anti-Shia sentiments.
Some Sunni leaders were on the payroll of Iraq. Pakistani and Iranian
intelligence agencies had also been actively involved in the proxy war
being fought on Pakistani streets since the 1980s.'° The rise of foreign-
backed sectarian militancy set in motion a seemingly unending cycle
of violence. Afghanistan’s war-hardened fanatics declared their own
jihad at home against the Shia community. Armed with sophisticated
weapons they started targeting rival mosques and Shia leaders."”

Although the Shia and Sunni conflict in Pakistan pre-dated the
emergence of the SSP, there had been a major escalation in sectarian
violence since the anti-Shia riots in Lahore in 1986. Two subsequent
events were to change the dynamics of the sectarian violence. In 1987,
Allama Ehsan Elahi Zaheer, a Saudi-backed Sunni cleric, was Killed in
a bomb blast in Lahore. The following year, a prominent Shia leader,
Arif Hussaini, was murdered in Peshawar. He had spent time in Iran
and was believed to have been closely associated with Iran’s Islamic
regime. The assassin was a serving army officer, Majid Raza Gillani,
which raised suspicions of the ISI’s involvement in the murder.

The violence spiralled with the murder of SSP founder Haq Nawaz
Jhangvi in 1990, believed to have been carried out by Shia militants.
Sectarian clashes broke out in Jhang and spread to other parts of the
province. With some 5,000 to 6,000 well-trained militants, the SSP
unleashed a reign of terror. The SSP supporters blamed Iran-backed
Shia militants for the assassination of Jhangvi. In December that year,
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Sunni militants gunned down Sadiq Ganji, Iran’s consul general in
Lahore, in retribution. The incident drew international attention to
the conflict, which reached a peak in 1994, one of the worst and the
bloodiest years, with at least 74 people killed in sectarian attacks.
Most of the deaths occurred in attacks on Shia religious gatherings.
Many policemen were also killed in targeted attacks. Iranian interests
were particularly targeted by the Sunni extremists. In January 1997,
an Iranian cultural centre was set on fire in Lahore. A few days later
a similar attack in the southern Punjab town of Multan killed seven
people including an Iranian diplomat. In another attack five Iranian air
force personnel were killed in Rawalpindi.'® Shia militants retaliated
with a bomb attack at Lahore High Court, which killed the new SSP
chief, Ziaur Rehman.

The sectarian conflict took a more violent turn with the formation
in 1996 of LeJ. A breakway faction of SSP, the new sectarian outfit led
by Riaz Basra, believed in using terror tactics to force the government
to accept its demand of declaring the Shia community a non-Muslim
minority and establishing an orthodox Sunni Islamic system in the
country. Born to a poor farmer in the central Punjab district of Sargodha,
Basra received his primary education at a madrasa in Lahore before
joining the anti-Soviet jihad in Afghanistan. An injury forced him to
return home and he joined SSP in 1986. A fiery orator, Basra quickly
rose up in the hierarchy. In 1988, he became the chief of the party’s
propaganda department; the same year he stood in elections for a
Punjab state assembly seat from Lahore.

Basra’s notoriety as the most dangerous terrorist grew further after
he was arrested for the murder of Sadiq Ganji in 1994. He made a
daring escape from an anti-terrorism court in Lahore and later fled to
Afghanistan, but he would often return to Pakistan to organize terrorist
attacks. LeJ made its mark as the most feared terrorist outfit soon after
its inception. Although the number of its hard-core cadres had never
been more than five hundred, the group was responsible for most
of the sectarian killings over the last decade. By 2001, LeJ had been
involved in 350 incidents of terrorism.

Most of the LeJ militants came from among the rural unemployed
and Deobandi madrasas, particularly those in southern Punjab, but its
highly secretive and mobile organization made it more lethal. Unlike
other Islamic militant groups, LeJ avoided media exposure and tried to
operate as covertly as possible. Its only contact with the outside world
was through occasional fax messages to newspaper offices claiming
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responsibility for attacks. Its other source of propaganda was its
publication Inteqam-i-Hagq. LeJ activists were divided into small cells
that would dissolve after each action, making it more difficult for the
police to break the network. The militants were taught to die rather
than be captured by the security forces. “To become a martyr is the
dream of every Mujahid. It is a gift from God and will send a message
to the enemy that a Mujahid would prefer to die in an interrogation
cell rather than disclose any secret that could harm other Mujahids,” a
guideline to party activists said.

Every LeJ activist would go through a tough regimen and ideological
training before being sent on a terror mission. He was not supposed
to maintain any links with family members during training or divulge
any information to them about the group: ‘Our relation is with God
and whatever we are doing is for God. All other relationships are
meaningless. Therefore try to avoid making friends and keeping in
close touch with your relatives.” Police officials said it was never easy
to interrogate people whose dream was to become martyrs.'

In Afghanistan, Basra became closely associated with the Taliban
militia, which had by then extended its control over a large part of
the strife-torn country. The rise of the Taliban in Afghanistan gave
the Sunni sectarian groups a new impetus. The rising power of the
armed, battle-hardened zealots became alarming and there was al-
ready talk about the Talibanization of Pakistan. ‘Kabul ke baad Islam-
abad ... Taliban, Taliban [After Kabul, Islamabad. Taliban, Talibanl,’
shouted a group of mullahs who had gathered at the Lahore High
Court in May 1994 soon after Taliban forces had captured Kandahar.
They were there for the hearing of a blasphemy case against two
Christians. ‘Come forward our Taliban to protect Islam in Pakistan.’
The slogans were a manifestation of the heady sense of power gen-
erated among the religious zealots in Pakistan by the success of the
Afghan Taliban. Some of the local militant groups sought to replicate
the Taliban’s sharia-based system in the border areas of the North
West Frontier Province.

The Taliban also helped reinforce the old jihad ties between
Pakistani sectarian groups and drug-smuggling cartels in Afghanistan.
This mutually beneficial relationship resulted in the ‘Islamization of
criminal activities’. Afghanistan became a safe haven for Pakistani
jihadist and Islamic extremist groups. Inspired by a Sunni revolution
and anti-Shia jihad, hundreds of Islamic zealots joined the Taliban-
operated terror training in Afghanistan. SSP and LeJ militants were also
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reportedly involved in the massacres of Shias and in the battle against
the opposition Northern Alliance forces. The conservative Afghan
regime gave protection to Basra and to some other terrorists wanted
by Islamabad on murder charges. During their stay in Afghanistan, the
fugitives developed close links with al-Qaeda. Basra was the chief of
the Khalid bin Walid training camp in the Sarobi district near Kabul.
Pakistani authorities, who backed the Afghan conservative regime,
remained indifferent or sometimes consciously looked the other way
to this dangerous nexus.

Most of the LeJ cadres were also involved in Pakistan’s proxy war
in Kashmir. The continuing state patronage of Islamic militancy in
return produced an escalation in domestic sectarian conflict. The two
were closely intertwined. Pakistan’s elected civilian governments in
the 1990s had to bear the brunt of sectarian violence and the resultant
insecurity and alienation it generated. Both the Benazir Bhutto and
Nawaz Sharif governments took steps to combat sectarianism but,
given the military’s backing for regional jihad, those efforts failed. The
jilhad connection made the sectarian militants more strident and with
easy access to sophisticated weapons they turned more violent.

By the mid 1990s, sectarian violence had spread from traditional
arenas in Punjab and the northern region to urban heartlands. The na-
ture of the attacks also changed. The initial pattern of targeting lead-
ers, diplomats and other public figures extended to mosques and reli-
gious processions. Government functionaries, judges, police officers
and doctors were assassinated because of their faith. In 1995, more
than 250 people were killed in targeted attacks on Shia worshipping
places in Karachi and other parts of the country. In 1997, celebrations
of the 50™ year of Pakistan’s creation were accompanied by an un-
precedented wave of sectarian killings. More than 100 people, most
of them Shias, were killed in ten days in the run up to the celebrations
in August that year. Riaz Basra was blamed for the massacre.

The widespread violence forced the government to take tougher
action against sectarian organizations. Dozens of LeJ militants were
killed by the police on orders of Shahbaz Sharif, the Chief Minister
of Punjab, which had become the main centre of sectarian violence.
For the government, extrajudicial killings appeared the only way to
combat the highly motivated and well trained militants. Because of
death threats, the judges of the lower judiciary — and even some of the
superior judiciary — were reluctant to hear cases that involved leaders
of LeJ and other powerful sectarian groups. In 1997, the then Chief
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Justice of the Supreme Court of Pakistan, Sajjad Ali Shah, asked the
authorities to send him a list of the judges who avoided such cases.?

LeJ retaliated by plotting to kill Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, his
brother Shahbaz and other senior members of his government. In
January 1999, Nawaz Sharif escaped an attempt on his life when a
bomb tied to a bridge close to his house in Lahore exploded just a
few minutes before his cavalcade was to pass.?! Basra, who was at the
top of the list of most wanted terrorists, remained elusive. The Taliban
authorities ignored several requests from the Pakistani authorities to
extradite him saying that he was a great ‘mujahid’.

On 14 August 2001, General Musharraf outlawed LeJ and ordered
a nationwide crackdown on the sectarian militants. The decision
came in the wake of a series of attacks on Shia mosques and Christian
churches. In a nationwide speech on the 55" anniversary of Pakistan’s
independence, the military ruler vowed to root out what he described
as the ‘most shameful and despicable examples of terrorism’.?* Five
months later, on 12 January 2002, he banned another five militant
and sectarian organizations, including the SSP. It was largely pressure
from the international community in the aftermath of 9/11 that forced
Musharraf to act against the Islamic extremists.

The fall of the Taliban regime came as a huge blow to LeJ and other
militant groups, which had used Afghanistan as a base for ideological
and military training for years. Basra fled to Pakistan with hundreds
of his followers who had fought alongside the Taliban against the US
forces. The militants returning home launched a new jihad against
‘internal enemies’. In coordination with al-Qaeda and other groups,
LeJ unleashed a series of terror attacks targeting western interests and
Shia and Christian worshipping places. The footprints of LeJ could be
found in the attacks on the US Consulate in Karachi in May 2002 and
in a car-bomb attack outside the Sheraton Hotel, which killed some 12
French engineers.”

On 30 January 2003, the US State Department added LeJ to its list of
terrorist organizations and to those outfits covered under the executive
order. Announcing the decision, a State Department spokesman said
that LeJ activists had ties with al-Qaeda and the Taliban, in addition to
LeJ involvement in the killing of American citizens. Investigations had
shown that the group was responsible for the deaths of two American
consulate officials who were killed when gunmen ambushed their
vehicles on a busy road in Karachi in March 1995. Garry C. Durrell,
aged 45, an undercover CIA official who was sitting on the back seat
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of a Hilux van died on the spot, while Jackie Van Landingham, 33, a
consulate secretary, succumbed to her injuries on the way to hospital.
A third employee, Mark McCloy, escaped with a shot to his ankle.*

The killing of the American officials came amidst a surge in sectarian
and factional violence that had led to hundreds of deaths in Karachi,
making it one of the most dangerous cities in the world. But it was the
first time foreigners were targeted. Investigations indicated that the
daring attack on the diplomatic vehicle was LeJ seeking revenge for
the extradition to the USA of Ramzi Yousuf. The pattern of the attacks
indicated that the same gang of terrorists involved in the attacks on
Shia mosques weeks before could also be involved in the killing of
American officials.”

Pakistani authorities vigorously targeted LeJ following a series of
attacks that jolted Pakistan in the aftermath of the US invasion of
Afghanistan. During 2002, the security forces met with major success
when they killed or captured a significant number of LeJ activists.
Those who were killed also included two top LeJ leaders, Basra and
Asif Ramzi. Basra and his three associates were killed in May that year
in a shoot-out with police near Mailsi in Multan.? Ramzi, believed to
be the second-in-command to Basra, was killed in December in an
explosion at a chemical warehouse on the outskirts of Karachi.”” One
of the most wanted terrorists, he was involved in more than 80 cases
of murder and was wanted for the attacks on the US Consulate and
Sheraton Hotel. Ramzi was the key link between the local militants
and al-Qaeda trying to regroup in Pakistan. Pakistani and US security
officials suspected that Ramzi had manufactured the explosives used
in the US Consulate attack.

On 17 June 2002, the security forces captured another notorious
LeJ leader, Akram Lahori, wanted in more than two dozen murder
cases. A deputy to Basra, he was a key planner of various sectarian-
based terrorist attacks in Karachi and was believed to have trained
many potential suicide bombers. Despite those setbacks, however,
the group appeared to retain a substantial capacity to strike, and
continued to provide logistical support and personnel to al-Qaeda
and Taliban operating from their bases in Pakistan’s tribal region. The
death of senior LeJ leaders did not bring any respite to the violence.
A new breed of well-trained and battle-hardened militants took over
the charge.

The increasing use of suicide bombing in terror attacks gave a
new and more dangerous dimension to the sectarian war. Both Shias
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and Sunnis started deploying suicide bombers to inflict maximum
casualties. Mosques, religious processions and rallies became the
prime targets of suicide attacks in the sectarian war. Unlike suicide
bombers elsewhere who simply detonated their explosive-strapped
bodies, Pakistani militants hurled grenades and fired on the crowd
before blowing themselves up in order to cause maximum damage.*

Poverty, unemployment, romantic notions of jihad and the
growing influence of radical Islamic groups were the main reasons
for a young man to turn into a suicide bomber. Between March 2002
and May 2004 there had been 20 cases of suicide bombing, which
had killed more than 200 people. The targets varied from western
nationals to Christian and Shia worshipping places. The majority of
the attackers were unemployed and came from poor families. The
22-year-old Kamran Mir, who blew himself up inside a Christian
church in Taxila in August 2002, killing several worshippers, was an
unemployed school drop-out. He was trained by LeJ. The other two
suicide bombers involved in the attack on a Shia religious procession
in Quetta on 2 March 2004 were jobless former madrasa students.
Abdul Nabi and Hidayatullah were made to believe that Shias were
infidels and that they should be eliminated.

Despite their proscription, most of the militant groups continued
their activities. Some of them resurfaced under new banners. Their
leaders were temporarily detained, but none of them were tried in
a court of law, even those against whom cases were pending. The
example of Azam Tariq exposed the government’s lack of sincerity in
curbing religious extremism. While many politicians were prevented
from fighting elections on patently frivolous grounds, the SSP leader,
accused of sectarian killings, was allowed to contest from jail. He was
freed after he agreed to join the pro-Musharraf alliance in the National
Assembly. To retain Tariq’s support the government ignored the non-
bailable warrants of arrest issued against him by anti-terrorism courts.
He was assassinated in 2003, apparently in a revenge attack by rival
Shia militants.”

The 42-year-old SSP leader was notorious for his virulent anti-Shia
rhetoric. He was charged in several murder cases which had also
earned him a two year jail sentence in the mid 1990s. Born to a poor
farming family in the small town of Chichawatni in Punjab province,
he graduated from a local madrasa before joining SSP. A firebrand
cleric, Tariq went from being an ordinary activist to the head of the
SSP in less than ten years. As the group’s murder index shot up, so
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did Tarig’s popularity among Sunni zealots. He was elected to the
National Assembly no less than four times. He formed a new party,
Millat-e-Islam, after the government proscribed the SSP. He escaped
many attempts on his life before falling to an assassin’s bullet outside
Islamabad.’® His death led to a spate of revenge killings across the
country. After Tariq’s death his followers disintegrated into several
splinter groups and many of them joined Le]J.

Though the government cracked down on those new groups which
had replaced the outlawed outfits, the measures could not succeed in
the absence of a coherent long-term strategy. It was easy enough for
the militants to operate under new banners when their leaders moved
around freely. Their hate literature was freely distributed across the
country and pulpits of mosques were used by the mullahs to preach
violence. The infrastructure of the banned sectarian groups and their
capacity to carry out terrorist attacks remained unaffected, as was
evident in the surge in sectarian violence during 2004. The pattern and
scale of the violence demonstrated their extensive support network.

The gruesome killings of 40 people in twin bomb blasts in Multan
on 7 October 2004 highlighted the depth of the sectarian violence that
continued to plague Pakistan. The attack occurred at a large SSP rally
marking the first anniversary of the assassination of their leader.’! The
bombing came a week after a suicide attack inside a crowded Shia
mosque in the city of Sialkot in Punjab province, which had killed at
least 30 worshippers.?

The rising tide of sectarian violence was also linked to the inability
of intelligence agencies and the police to pre-empt and investigate
sectarian crimes. The inaction could partly be attributed to fear of
sectarian retaliation. Terrorists had killed many police officers who
were investigating sectarian killings in Punjab and Karachi. In 2002,
a police officer, Mohammed Jamil, was killed in Jhang after he had
arrested several LeJ activists. In July 2004, a Rawalpindi police inspector
was assassinated on his way to court to give evidence against the
terrorists involved in an attack on a Shia mosque.* The penetration
of law enforcing agencies by terrorist organizations was particularly
perturbing. A suicide bomber responsible for the attack on a Shia
mosque in Karachi in May 2004 turned out to be a police constable
who was also a member of SSP. At least two policemen were involved
in the attack on a Shia procession in Quetta on 2 March 2004.%

Notwithstanding Musharraf’s promise to eradicate extremism, the
issue had never been on the government’s priority list. Without any
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legal mechanism or a long-term strategy in place, the administration
was unable to prevent the flow of funds to unregulated madrasas
and other religious groups involved in extremist activities. The
government’s failure to curb the jihadist madrasas had largely been
responsible for fuelling Islamic extremism.

Most religious schools continued to preach hatred and intolerance.
As a consequence, the ranks of sectarian extremists swelled. After
the failed attempts on Musharraf’s life, the administration launched
raids on some radical madrasas, but such half-hearted and piecemeal
measures could hardly improve the situation. Security agencies had
raided sectarian seminaries only to back down under the pressure
from Islamic parties. In August 2004, the police raided a mosque and
a madrasa in Islamabad to arrest the prayer leader and his brother
for their involvement in terrorist activities, including collaboration
with al-Qaeda. The two were not only released and charges dropped,
but they also retained their government jobs despite a long history of
inciting sectarian hatred.

While Musharraf was praised by the international community for
his role in the war on terror, the frequency and fierceness of sectarian
terrorism continued to rise. The sectarian conflict in Pakistan was also
a consequence of the military government’s policy of marginalization
of secular democratic forces. Despite his close alliance with the USA,
Musharraf continued to rely on the religious right to counter the liberal
opposition. The politics of expediency was also a major factor in his
government’s failure to curb religious extremism and sectarian forces.



6

KASHMIR

A GENERAL ON
A TIGHTROPE

he bitterness was palpable among the young fighters squatting on

the floor of a dingy, cold room in their hideout outside Muzaffarabad.
Some of them had just returned from a guerrilla operation on the
other side of the Line of Control, dividing the disputed state. They
looked frustrated and exhausted with their dishevelled beards and
dirty clothes. Some of them were quiet while others talked about their
future plans.

It was the most testing of times for the veterans of the 14-year-long
guerrilla war after Musharraf had assured India that Pakistani territory
would not be used for cross-border operations. Most of them were
visibly frustrated and resigned to the fact that their jihad might well be
coming to an end. ‘We have no choice but to return to our homes,’ said
30-year-old Mohammed Ashfaque, in a voice choked with emotion. A
resident of Srinagar in Indian-controlled Kashmir, he had left his home
and joined the guerrilla struggle some ten years ago after his brother
was killed by Indian forces. However, others sounded more defiant
and vowed not to lay down their weapons.

Meeting on the sidelines of the South Asian Regional summit in
Islamabad, in January 2004, Musharraf and Indian Prime Minister Atal
Bihari Vajpayee, had agreed to start a peace process to resolve all
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outstanding issues, including the Kashmir dispute, through bilateral
negotiations. Musharraf was more categorical this time in his pledge to
switch off the tap for Kashmiri militants. He had promised to curb the
jihadists before, but in the past he had hedged his bets, ordering only
a temporary halt, in the hope that India would reciprocate by sitting
down for talks.!

With India back to the negotiating table and after two assassination
attempts on him involving jihadist groups, Musharraf had more reason
than ever to crack down on his home-grown militants. He could
not allow the militants to take over the country. His tone became
increasingly conciliatory towards India and he hinted that he was
willing to drop Pakistan’s long-standing demand that a plebiscite be
held in Kashmir under the 1948 UN resolution to determine its status
as long as India was equally forthcoming.

Musharraf’s peace overtures had angered the militants, who accused
him of having conceded too much ground to India by reversing
Pakistan’s long-standing aggressive Kashmir policy. The jihadists
saw the war in ideological and civilizational terms. Any concession
to the ‘enemy’ was therefore a very serious matter. Many Islamist
leaders described the peace process as the beginning of the end of
the Kashmir jihad.

Islamabad’s policy shift was also driven by external factors.
Musharraf’s change of tack had also placed him on the horns of a
serious dilemma. Islamabad’s new role as a key US ally in the war on
terror was no longer compatible with Pakistan’s use of those proxies,
which underscored its Kashmir policy. Yet, while Musharraf was quick
to abandon support for the Taliban, he was reluctant to break ties with
the militants waging ‘a holy war’ in Kashmir.

In fact, Musharraf had sought to use his country’s broad cooperation
with the United States to gain some leeway for continuing Pakistan’s
proxy war in the disputed Himalayan state. He tried to draw a fine line
between what he described as ‘freedom fighters’ and terrorists. But
America was not interested in such distinctions.

For more than half a century, the Kashmir cause had been almost
the raison d’etre for Pakistan’s existence — not to mention for the role
of the armed forces in the politics of the state.? Musharraf’s assumption
of power had alarmed India at the time, as he was known for his
aggressive stance on Kashmir. Once in power, however, Musharraf
displayed the pragmatic tendencies which would later cause him to
disappoint fighters like Mohammed Ashfaque so bitterly. The first
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sign of a thaw came in June 2001, when the two countries agreed
to a ceasefire along the 1,000-kilometre Line of Control, dividing the
Indian and Pakistani sides of the disputed territory.> That helped to
ease tensions and cleared the way for the first high level government
contact between the two countries. In July 2001, the Indian Prime
Minister, Atal Bihari Vajpayee, invited Musharraf for talks after dropping
his precondition that Pakistan should first put an end to the infiltration
of militants into Kashmir. That put the onus on Musharraf to come up
with some offer to defuse tensions.

Musharraf was under tremendous strain when he proceeded
to Delhi for talks with the Indian leader. Closely watched by both
hardliners and peaceniks, often with contrary agendas, General
Musharraf walked a political tightrope. He was under scrutiny, not
only by the conservative, militant Islamic groups, but also by the
hardline generals. The Jamaat-i-Islami and Islamic militant groups had
warned him not to deviate from a single point of the Kashmir agenda.*
His own future was at stake, and dependent on the outcome of the
most crucial diplomatic mission he had ever undertaken. His hardline
generals were opposed to any concession on Kashmir. The officers, a
number of whom had served in the ISI, argued that it was the ‘success
of jihad’ that had forced India to come to the negotiating table. They
wanted Musharraf to continue supporting the Islamic militants fighting
the Indian forces.

Although he had appeared stronger with his ascension to the
presidency, Musharraf continued to face growing domestic opposition
to the perpetuation of military rule. The pressure on Musharraf not to
let the talks fail was enormous, as Pakistani leaders had constantly been
calling for a negotiated settlement of disputes with India. However,
any room to manoeuvre was restricted by the long-standing, thorny
Kashmir issue, which was the major cause for the festering conflict in
the region.

While the summit was made possible largely because of strong
international pressure,’ it had created its own dynamics. There were
strong internal pressures forcing both countries to start a dialogue.
For Musharraf, in order to prevent Pakistan from economic collapse,
it was important to ease tension with India. A few weeks before his
departure to India, in an interview on Pakistan state television, he had
declared that Pakistan’s economy was not compatible with its defence
capability. A de-escalation was necessary, to win the support of the
international community and to restart the flow of foreign aid.
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On the very first evening of the summit, Musharraf gave a speech
which seemed to push all the right buttons: ‘The legacy of the past
years was not a happy one ... blood has been spilt, precious lives
have been lost.we must not allow the past to dictate the future,” he
declared in his speech at the Indian President’s dinner.® Musharraf’s
call for peace changed the atmosphere and set a positive tone for the
summit. The General seemed to have established a good rapport with
the ageing Indian Prime Minister. Unlike any other summit, the Agra
summit had no prior agreed-upon agenda and most of the meetings
were one-on-one.

Inevitably though, the summit ended in a stalemate on 16 July
2001, with the two leaders unable to agree on the wording of the
declaration.” The deadlock did not come as a surprise. The final
breakdown came when India refused to accept the centrality of the
Kashmir issue and insisted on including the question of ‘cross-border
terrorism’ in the declaration. Pakistan also showed its reservations over
the reference to the Agra process as a continuation of the Simla and
Lahore declarations.® Both sides blamed each other of intransigence,
but the reality was that neither leader was prepared to resist pressure
from their respective hardliners.

Musharraf’'s position certainly didn't leave much room for
compromise in negotiations. Never before had a Pakistani leader
brought Kashmir to the centre of the summit table as forcefully as he
did. His blunt talk with the Indian media editors on 16 July, which was
televised by several networks, was also used by the Indian hardliners
to obstruct an accord. The mood on the Indian side turned visibly
bitter when Musharraf declared there should not be any illusion that
the main issue confronting the two countries was Kashmir. ‘T will keep
saying it whether anyone likes it or not,” he said.

All was not lost, however.” Musharraf and Vajpayee bade each
other goodbye with a promise to meet again and pick up the threads
from there. Despite the acrimony and bitterness that marked its
closure, the Agra summit had broken the ice and revived the process
of dialogue which had frozen after the Kargil conflict in the summer
of 1999. The Indian Prime Minister accepted Pakistan’s invitation
for a return visit to Islamabad. It was also agreed to hold summit
meetings between the Indian and Pakistani leaders once a year,
and biannual talks at the foreign ministerial level to discuss issues
relating to peace, security, confidence-building measures, Kashmir,
narcotics and terrorism.
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Not surprisingly, the stalemate at Agra was hailed by extremists in
both India and Pakistan, who hoped to thrive in an atmosphere of
tension. Islamic militant groups like LeT intensified suicide attacks
in Kashmir and vowed to extend attacks inside India. Musharraf had
provoked the ire of Islamic fundamentalists when he warned them
against religious terrorism and militancy and tried to restrict the
activities of militant groups, many of whom were fighting in Kashmir.

Even more disturbing was the resumption of the exchange of
artillery fire along the Line of Control, breaking the eight-month-old
ceasefire. With the intensification of guerrilla attacks, India stepped
up efforts to get Pakistan branded as a terrorist state. But this attempt
to isolate Pakistan received a setback, as Musharraf’s decision
to support the US-led war in Afghanistan, improved Islamabad’s
international standing.

The 11 September terrorist attacks and their aftermath had changed
the entire regional security scenario and triggered a rapid downslide
in India-Pakistan relations. Worried with Pakistan’s role as a key US
strategic ally, India lost no time in urging Washington not to forget
its sufferings from ‘Pakistani-backed cross-border terrorism’. New
Delhi tried to use the ‘war on terror’ to its advantage. It portrayed the
Kashmir problem purely as a matter of combating terrorism and made
the case that it also had the right to pursue militants from Pakistani-
controlled Kashmir, exactly as the USA hunted down al-Qaeda and the
Taliban in Afghanistan.”

The tension mounted further in October 2001, following the LeT
suicide attack by militants on the Kashmir assembly building in Srinagar
which claimed 36 lives. The incident occurred as US forces were in the
last stages of preparation to launch an attack on Afghanistan. Indian
leaders and military commanders warned of ‘hot pursuit’, sending
troops into Pakistani-controlled Azad Kashmir to destroy militant
camps there."" Musharraf denounced the attack as an act of terrorism,
but that failed to pacify India. Both countries traded accusations,
backed by an ‘ominous troop build-up’ along the border.

The situation raised serious concerns in Washington. Fearing that
a fire could break out at any time in the base camp of its anti-terror
campaign, the USA rushed its Secretary of State, Colin Powell, to India
and Pakistan. The Bush administration, which had initially chosen to
distance itself from the Kashmir conflict, showed greater enthusiasm to
defuse tensions. Powell succeeded in persuading India and Pakistan to
exercise restraint, but it was only a matter of time before the situation
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flared up again. A terrorist attack on the Indian Parliament on 13
December renewed the threat of war.

India quickly blamed two Pakistani-based Islamic militant groups,
JeM and LeT, for the attack.This audacious raid on the symbol of Indian
power brought the two newly nuclear-powered nations once again to
the brink of war. India retaliated by severing diplomatic relations and
cut rail and air communications and put Pakistan on notice to rein
in the militant groups or face the consequences of war. The gravity
of the terrorist attack and the post-9/11 global security environment
provided India the excuse to consider military action, to stop what
it described, as cross-border terrorism.'> Meanwhile, India demanded
that Pakistan hand over 20 ‘most wanted terrorists’, including Masood
Azhar, Ahmed Omar Saeed Sheikh and five other men involved in the
December 1999 hijacking of an Indian Airlines plane. The new Bush
doctrine of pre-emptive strikes against the source of terrorism and the
changes in the international rules of engagement afforded India the
chance to engage Pakistan in brinkmanship.

In the third week of December, India launched ‘Operation
Parakaram’ (Valour), which constituted the heaviest Indian troop
mobilization since the 1971 war. It was a deliberate move by New
Delhi, amidst the war on terror, to threaten Pakistan with military
strikes if Islamabad did not stop sponsoring cross-border terrorism.
There was every indication that India would not shy away from going
to war. With Pakistan’s counter-mobilization, nearly one million troops
sat eyeball to eyeball across the India-Pakistan border. Both countries
moved ballistic missiles and troops close to their shared border. There
was a considerable risk of nuclear escalation.

The threat of war, coupled with US pressure, forced Pakistan to
take action against the Islamic militant groups. On 12 January 2002,
Musharraf banned LeT and JeM, which were blamed by India for the
13 December attack. He promised not to let Pakistani territory be used
for cross-border terrorism.'* Some two thousand activists of banned
extremist groups were detained in a nationwide crackdown.

Musharraf, however, made it very clear that the measures against
the Islamic extremist groups did not change his position on Kashmir.
‘Kashmir runs in our blood. No Pakistani can afford to severe links
with Kashmir. We will continue to give all diplomatic, political and
moral support to the Kashmiris,” he declared.!

India reacted positively to Musharraf’s 12 January speech and subse-
quent moves to curb the militants. Nevertheless, it kept its military on
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high alert and in forward positions. The Indian leaders wanted to see
whether Musharraf’s pledge was translated into practice. They refused
to resume negotiations and normalize relations with Pakistan until all
their conditions were met, including their extradition demands.

Musharraf’s 12 January speech drew domestic as well international,
support. But the measures taken by his government were insufficient
against the activities of the jihadist groups. The ban was not applied to
Pakistani-controlled Kashmir, or the semi-autonomous tribal areas bor-
dering Afghanistan, which enabled militant organizations to shift their
infrastructure and cadres to these regions. Hundreds of Islamic militants,
returning from Afghanistan after the collapse of the Taliban regime in
December 2001, had moved to the Pakistani part of Kashmir and were
ready to join the armed struggle on the other side of the border. Most of
these militants belonged to the three outlawed Islamic groups.

It became apparent that, while promising to curb Islamic extremism
and sectarianism, Musharraf was still not willing to completely de-
link Islamabad’s connection with the Kashmiri militants. Meanwhile,
India’s refusal to pull back troops from advance positions and resume
negotiations with Pakistan also tied his hands. Cross-border infiltration
of militants into Indian-controlled Kashmir slowed down, but never
completely stopped. Most of the militants detained following the 12
January declaration, were released. On 20 March 2002, the CIA chief,
George Tenet, told the United States Senate Armed Services Committee
that the chances of war in the region were the highest since 1971.

In the midst of the military stand-off with India, Musharraf decided
to hold a referendum to extend his term in the office of President. In
his address to the nation in March 2001, Musharraf declared his intent
to enter politics and stay at the helm, a far cry from the ‘reluctant coup-
maker’ of October 1999. With a feeling of déja vu in the air, Musharraf
announced that he was seeking public approval for an extension of
his tenure in office, for an additional five years beyond the three-year-
period stipulated by the Supreme Court.”” The General also announced
plans to introduce a new political formula, which he claimed was in
conformity with the country’s requirement for progress and stability.
He declared that the military would continue to play a dominant role in
the new political system, which was to emerge after the parliamentary
elections scheduled for October 2002. Predictably, Musharraf received
more than 90 per cent of the votes in a highly rigged referendum
held in April 2002. The dubious polls not only dented Musharraf’s
credibility, but also sharpened the political polarization as the country
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braced for a possible war.'¢

A series of suicide attacks by militants on a bus and in the residential
quarters of an Indian army camp in Kaluchak in Kashmir on 14 May
2002 killed 35 people, mainly women and children, and brought the
region closer to the nuclear precipice. Free of Islamabad’s control,
the militants had tried to push the two countries towards a military
conflict. India quickly moved its forces to forward positions on war
alert. It also expelled Pakistan’s ambassador, closing the last line
of direct communication with Islamabad. With missiles and heavy
weapons in place, an Indian attack appeared imminent between
29 and 31 May."” Nuclear signalling from both sides reminded the
world of the gravity of the situation. Some Pakistani leaders openly
warned of using nuclear weapons to counter India’s overwhelming
conventional military superiority.'® In the third week of May, Pakistan
tested a series of nuclear-capable ballistic missiles and stepped up its
nuclear weapons programme.'”

As the world faced perhaps its tensest nuclear stand-off since
the Cuban missile crisis in 1962, the USA and Britain launched
frantic diplomatic efforts to defuse the situation. President Bush and
Colin Powell called the Indian and Pakistani leaders several times,
urging them to pull back. On 28 May, the British Foreign Secretary,
Jack Straw, visited Islamabad and asked Musharraf to take tougher
measures to counter cross-border terrorism. He reminded Pakistan
that as a UN member it had the responsibility to bear down ‘effectively
and consistently on all forms of terrorism, including cross-border
terrorism’.?’ In Delhi the next day, Straw called on the Indian leaders
to exercise restraint. He also told them that Musharraf had promised
to close down ‘terrorist camps’ operating in Pakistani-administered
Kashmir and curb infiltration into India.

Serious strains had emerged in relations between Washington and
Islamabad after reports that the IST was still linked with the militant
groups. On 31 May, Colin Powell publicly accused Pakistan of
continuing infiltration across the Line of Control, despite Musharraf’s
assurance that it would be halted.* The following day, Musharraf
told the BBC that he had issued instructions to end the crossing and
stop all militant activities. But the statement did not satisfy the Bush
administration which had demanded that Pakistan shut down cross-
border infiltration permanently. “When and if, it does stop, it must also
stop permanently,” Colin Powell retorted. International patience was
clearly running out with Musharraf’s game of deception.
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Musharraf was firmly wedged between a rock and a hard place. He
sincerely wanted to prevent a war, but at the same time did not want
to be seen as the leader who gave up his country’s ‘sacred’ cause:
Kashmir. He badly needed a face-saving device if he was to take
further steps backward to meet the expectations of the international
community. Musharraf tried desperately to maintain his balancing act.
His ‘blow hot, blow cold’ posture accurately reflected the difficulties
he faced at home, where he was, once again, taking a controversial
position on a sensitive issue.

On 1 June, the USA, Britain, France, Canada, Japan, Australia and
some other countries, issued travel advisories asking their citizens
to leave India immediately and warning others against travelling to
the country.?? Pakistan was already on the ‘travel advisory’ list after
9/11. The warning led to the exodus of thousands of businessmen,
visitors, tourists and diplomatic personnel from India. This threatened
the closure of foreign and multinational companies and caused much
annoyance in Delhi, which perceived the advisory as an attempt to
pressure it against launching an attack on Pakistan.

Once again, intensive US intervention was the key to walking both
sides back from the brink. On 6 June, the US Deputy Secretary of
State, Richard Armitage, arrived in Islamabad to build on Straw’s visit
and hammer out a deal between India and Pakistan. A former wrestler
and a veteran diplomat, Armitage was known for his blunt talking.
He had met Musharraf several times in the past and appeared to have
developed a good rapport with the Pakistani military leader.

Armitage had one critical objective when he arrived for talks at
the sprawling presidential secretariat at the Margala foothills on the
afternoon of 6 June: to extract an assurance from Musharraf that would
satisfy India and remove the threat of a potential nuclearwar.?* Musharraf
had previously pledged to stop the infiltration of Islamic militants into
Kashmir, but Armitage wanted him to go one step further. The talks
between the two men had stretched to two hours, when Armitage
put the critical question: “What can I tell the Indians?” he asked. He
wanted to know whether Musharraf would agree to a ‘permanent end’
to the cross-border terrorist activity long accepted by Pakistan. ‘Yes,’
Musharraf replied. An elated Armitage flew to Delhi the next morning
to brief the Indian leaders on his talks with Musharraf.?

Musharraf’s agreement to the word ‘permanent’, backed by US
assurances to India that he would keep his word, immediately led to
the easing of tension. It was a hugely significant foreign policy victory
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for India, which, for more than a decade, had sought an end to the
cross-border terrorist attacks. Indeed, Musharraf had no other option,
as his refusal to concede would have had disastrous consequences.
‘If Pakistan had not agreed to end infiltration, and America had not
conveyed that guarantee to India, then war could not have been
averted,” Vajpayee told an Indian newspaper a week later.

The Musharraf-Armitage agreement was a turning point in Pakistan’s
long-standing policy of using militancy as an instrument for its proxy
war in Kashmir and paved the way for a new relationship between
two nations long divided by a bloody, tense history. In return for his
concession, Musharraf received private assurances from US officials
that they would stay involved. On 5 June, President Bush had called
Musharraf and gave his firm commitment that his administration
would remain engaged to resolve the Kashmir conflict. Musharraf told
Armitage that he expected an early and substantial response from the
Indian side to make his action sustainable.?

Within days of Armitage’s departure, a thaw was evident. India
responded to Musharraf’s steps to curb cross-border terrorism by
moving its naval fleet back to its base and allowed commercial over-
flights. It also announced the revival of diplomatic relations with
Pakistan. That effectively ended the longest military stand-off between
the two countries.

Pakistan’s military and the ISI had always kept a fairly tight control
on their militant clients and the restrictions resulted in an immediate
drop in the infiltration of militants into Kashmir. But it never completely
stopped. Some militant groups were not prepared to toe the new
Pakistani line and continued to send their men into Kashmir. Pakistani
officials argued that it was impossible to completely seal the LoC.? For
Musharraf, the major challenge was how to rein in the powerful militant
groups. Predictably, his decision to stop cross-border infiltration,
evoked angry reactions from the militant groups who, for more than a
decade, had fought Pakistan’s proxy war.

The atmosphere in the room was grim. A sense of unease gripped
the two dozen guerrilla commanders, who had come to meet with
a senior ISI officer at an army base in Muzaffarabad in the last week
of May. The capital of Pakistani-controlled Azad Kashmir had long
been the headquarters of more than a dozen Kashmiri militant groups.
Some two hundred kilometres from Islamabad, the city was at an equal
distance from Srinagar, the capital of Indian-administered Kashmir.
‘We don’t have a choice given the tremendous pressure on Pakistan,’
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Major-General-Khalid Mahmood told them. ‘So, you have to stop all
cross-border operations.” Several of the guerrilla commanders leapt
to their feet, shouting that Pakistan should not surrender to Indian
and American pressure. ‘After ditching the Taliban, Musharraf has now
betrayed the Kashmiri cause,” said a senior commander belonging
to HuM, one of the largest Islamic militant groups involved in the
separatist war in Kashmir. ‘How can we accept this?” The commanders
were bitter and vengeful, and left the meeting declining the officer’s
invitation to join him for lunch.

This outburst of anger towards Musharraf and his policies appeared
logical. Thousands of militants had perished fighting Pakistan’s war
in Kashmir. Islamic militant leaders, who had depended for over a
decade on the active support of Pakistan’s army for their cross-
border guerrilla actions, viewed Islamabad’s move as a betrayal of the
Kashmiri freedom struggle. “We have lost so many friends, brothers and
relatives in the Kashmir struggle. What was that for?” asked Amiruddin,
a veteran Kashmiri guerrilla fighter. He reflected the sentiments of
thousands of jihadist cadres trained and armed by the Pakistani military
establishment. ‘We are not going to sit quietly.’

The orders came as hundreds of fresh guerrillas were waiting at
their base camps in Azad Kashmir to cross the border. It was generally
at that time of the year that infiltration took place. ‘The volunteers
are becoming increasingly upset over the delay. They have not been
informed about Pakistan’s ban,” said the commander. He complained
that the communication link between the guerrilla fighters inside Indian
Kashmir and their base on the Pakistani side had been cut off and that
training centres inside Azad Kashmir had been closed down. ‘Many of
our colleagues are stuck across the border without reinforcements and
supplies,” he said.

Pakistan’s decision to withdraw support had caused a setback to
the militancy, but did not bring it to an end. The militant infrastructure
remained intact and outlawed groups continued working, either under
new banners, or merged into others. Hundreds of Pakistani fighters
who were inside Kashmir at that point had continued their jihad,
ignoring Pakistan’s policy shift. Most militant leaders hoped that the
restrictions were temporary and still had faith in the army. ‘The army
will always be our ally,” a senior militant commander told me.

Facing down the jihadists was not going to be an easy task for
Musharraf. Since an indigenous insurrection against Indian domination
broke out in Kashmir in 1989, some 10,000 fighters had crossed the
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border to help their Kashmiri brethren. They were not prepared to give
up the cause on Islamabad’s orders. As an inevitable consequence of
Pakistan’s policy of using jihad as an instrument of covert war, some
elements within the intelligence agencies had been radicalized by the
Islamists. The handlers had become coloured by the ideology of the
militants. They were unhappy with Musharraf’s decision to support
America’s war on Afghanistan’s Islamic regime, which they had
helped install. But even deeper was the resentment on the reversal
in Kashmir. There was a strong anti-American feeling in the military
ranks. Many officers believed that western countries, particularly the
USA, had not come to Pakistan’s support when it faced the threat of
war from its nuclear rival.

Once again Musharraf was walking a tightrope. His position had
become even more tenuous after he ordered his troops to stop the
infiltration. He had come to the conclusion that there was now a
conflict of interest between the militants and the military. But it was
not clear whether other army officers agreed with him. There was a
strong feeling in the army that India was trying to humiliate them by
dictating terms for peace. Some hardline retired generals, who had
been responsible for organizing the Kashmiri jihad’, warned Musharraf
that there was a limit to how far the army would go along with a policy
of using force against those who were seen as fighting for Pakistan’s
interest in Kashmir. Lt.-General Hamid Gul, a former ISI chief and
a fiercely anti-American former commander, accused Musharraf of
‘going too far in appeasing the west’ and taking a ‘step back’ on the
Kashmir issue. ‘By calling those attacking the Indian forces, terrorists,
General Musharraf is only echoing the Indian position,” he declared.”

Despite military de-escalation, there was a wide gap between what
the Indian leaders demanded and what Musharraf could deliver. India’s
mistrust of the Pakistani military leadership had thwarted all moves by
the international community to bring the two sides to the negotiating
table. It was only after the relatively peaceful polls for the Kashmir
state assembly in October 2002, that Delhi and Islamabad opened
secret back-channel diplomacy. Beginning in April 2003, Vajpayee’s
Principal Secretary, Brajesh Mishra, and Musharraf’s top aide, Tariq
Aziz, held several meetings in London, Dubai and Bangkok exploring
avenues to begin a peace process.*

A seasoned bureaucrat, Tariq Aziz was a college-mate of Musharraf’s
and had worked as his principal secretary after the military takeover.
A former income tax officer, he was more into political wheeling
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and dealing and had no experience of diplomacy. However, being
Musharraf’s closest aide, he was considered the best man for this
secret and extremely delicate job. Even the foreign ministry was kept
out of the loop. Facilitated by the USA, this was the first senior official
contact between the two countries for nearly two years. Tariq Aziz
was later appointed secretary of the National Security Council.

In April 2003, the Indian Prime Minister extended a ‘hand of
friendship’ to Pakistan during a public address in Srinagar. Pakistan’s
Prime Minister, Zafarullah Khan Jamali, responded by speaking to
Vajpayee and invited him to visit Islamabad.In yet another highly
symbolic gesture, India announced the resumption of bus links with
Pakistan. The twice-weekly coach service between Delhi and Lahore
had been abruptly suspended 18 months earlier, after Islamic militants
had attacked the Indian Parliament in Delhi. The bus service, which
started in February 1999, had significant symbolic value. Vajpayee had
travelled to Lahore by the inaugural coach for his historic meeting with
Pakistan’s then Prime Minister, Nawaz Sharif.

Given their deep-rooted mistrust of each other, the process
remained a slow diplomatic dance, with the two governments circling
one another warily, each making tentative offers. The efforts at that
stage were largely aimed at de-escalation and the restoration of the
situation that existed prior to the military stand-off, rather than any
great leap forward.

Pakistan moved very cautiously, given its traditional suspicion of
its much bigger, and militarily powerful, neighbour. It was reluctant
to open its airspace to Indian planes and remove all trade barriers.
Pakistan feared that lifting the overflight ban could provide India with
an opportunity to establish close trade links with, and consolidate
its influence in, Afghanistan. There were strong apprehensions in
Islamabad that the emerging process could prove to be another false
start if India raised the size of the table, rather than picking up the
thread from previous talks.

Kashmir remained the thorniest issue as the two countries moved
towards a rapprochement. The events of May and June a year before
had indicated how quickly the situation could escalate into a fully
fledged conflagration, with both countries appearing all too willing to
engage in nuclear sabre-rattling. There was no sign of flexibility yet on
the Kashmir issue on either side. While India was eager to demonstrate
that the Kashmir violence was totally Pakistani sponsored, Pakistan
appeared equally adamant to keep up the pressure on Delhi.
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Although Musharraf had agreed to clamp down on militant groups,
the situation on the ground did not change much. Pakistan’s promise
of a complete halt to support for the Islamic militants did not seem
credible at that stage. Pakistani military officials contend that a total
turnaround in Pakistan’s policy could not be possible without some
reciprocity from India, for example, reduction of troops and an end to
human rights violations in the state. ‘We will lose all leverage if we just
pull out our support to the Kashmiris without any show of flexibility
by India,” said a senior Pakistani official. ‘In the absence of any light at
the end of the Kashmiri tunnel, it would be hard for the government to
sell any proposal for peace with India to its own people.’ It was quite
apparent that the military-backed administration was not ready to put
the Kashmir issue on the backburner. The military officers, who stood
by Musharraf when he moved away from Pakistan’s long-standing
policy of supporting the conservative Taliban regime in Afghanistan
and joined the US-led coalition against terrorism, were not likely to
maintain their loyalty towards him if he had decided to make a radical
shift on the Kashmir issue.

With India agreeing to resume peace talks, Pakistan faced
increasing pressure to come down hard on Islamic guerrilla groups
and destroy militant infrastructure. A serious international concern
was that Pakistan’s inability to contain militancy could continue to be
a significant obstacle to the normalization of relations between the
two countries. While acknowledging that there had been a decrease
in infiltration and that the level of violence in Kashmir had declined,
Washington was not fully satisfied with the situation.

The situation then took a most dramatic turn in January 2004, when
Vajpayee came to Islamabad to attend the seven-nation South Asian
regional summit. Few had expected any breakthrough when the aged
Indian Prime Minister went to pay a ‘courtesy call’ on Musharraf at the
imposing presidential palace on 5 January. Although there had been
hints of a possible meeting, nobody was sure until it actually happened.
The outcome of the 65-minute patley between the two leaders went
beyond anybody’s expectations. Not only were some significant
decisions taken to move the process of normalization forward, but a
road map for further interaction was also clearly stated.

Most importantly, Musharraf pledged to prevent the use of the
territory under Pakistan’s control ‘to support terrorism in any manner’.
It was the first direct commitment of this nature since the Pakistani-
backed armed insurgency in Kashmir began in 1989. The joint
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statement also declared that both leaders were ‘confident’ of reaching
a peaceful settlement of all bilateral issues, including Kashmir. It was
a great leap forward in the relations between the two countries, which
had been on the brink of nuclear war just a year before.

The outcome of the Islamabad meeting was not the result of a
sudden surge of goodwill. The script was prepared after intensive
back-channel diplomacy between Brajesh Mishra and Tariq Aziz. From
1 to 4 January, the two officials were in regular contact. Mishra also
met with the ISI chief, Lt.-General Ehsan ul-Haq. Those interactions
remained secret, even from Pakistani foreign ministry officials. Only
the President’s Chief of Army Staff, General Hamid, and Tariq Aziz
were involved in the preparation of the joint communiqué. Foreign
Secretary, Riaz Khokar, was handed a copy just a few hours before
the summit meeting.” Musharraf’s change of course on the Kashmir
policy indicated that the Pakistani military establishment had finally
acknowledged that support for militancy could not dislodge India from
the disputed land. But there had also been concern that, in the absence
of such pressure, India would not agree to a negotiated settlement of
the Kashmir dispute. Vajpayee’s agreement on a composite dialogue
on all bilateral issues, including Kashmir, gave Musharraf some leeway
to convince his generals of the need for peace with India.

Musharraf went one step further when he declared his readiness
to consider all possible alternatives for the Kashmir solution. In
November 2004, he outlined a step-by-step approach towards
resolving the decades-old dispute, which involved making some
parts of the disputed territory independent or placing them under
joint Indian-Pakistani control. Indeed, the suggestion to identify the
region, demilitarize it and change its status, signified a radical shift in
Pakistan’s Kashmir policy.*

Though premature, the proposal indicated a significant come-down
from Pakistan’s traditional hardline position of holding a plebiscite,
under the 1948 UN resolution that required Kashmiris alone to decide
their political future. For the first time, a Pakistani leader had suggested
making the territory a joint protectorate.

Findinga solution acceptable to both sides had always been a difficult
task, even in the best of circumstances, as Kashmir has been so deeply
intertwined with India and Pakistan’s perceptions of national security
and identity. Domestic political compulsions had made the issue more
complex. What had made securing peace even more difficult was the
past baggage of mistrust and suspicion the two nations continued to
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carry. It had been such an accident-prone relationship that any incident
could derail the whole process.

Musharraf’s turnaround divided the separatist movement in Indian-
administered Kashmir. The moderate elements supported his peace
initiatives. For them, militancy could not provide the solution to the
festering problem and it was time for the political parties to play their
roles for a negotiated settlement of the issue. Once dismissed by the
Pakistani military establishment as ‘weak links’, the moderate Kashmiri
leaders became Musharraf’s new allies.

Mirwaiz Umar Farooq, a charismatic young Kashmiri leader,
remembered his first meeting with Musharraf in New York in
September 2001, when the Pakistani military leader accused him of
being ‘cowardly’ for suggesting a non-militant course towards the
solution of the Kashmir problem. ‘The meeting ended on a bitter
note,” Mirwaiz recalled when I met him in his heavily guarded house
in Srinagar in April 2005.

The mood had completely changed when the two met again in
Holland three years later, following the Indo-Pak rapprochement. ‘It
was I this time asking him to go slow on the peace process. Musharraf
sounded too enthusiastic about the prospect of reaching a settlement,’
Mirwaiz said. The Kashmiri leader was thrown into separatist politics
as a teenager after the death of his father, Mirwaiz Maulvi Farooq,
in 1989. As a prayer leader at Srinagar’s Jamia Masjid, he wielded
considerable spiritual and political influence in the disputed state.
He led the moderate faction of the All Parties Hurriyat (Freedom)
Conference (APHC), a loose coalition of more than 32 organizations,
that wanted militancy to give way to political struggle. ‘Militancy has
played an important role in drawing international attention to the
Kashmir issue, but now we should concentrate on a political struggle,’
he declared.’* The moderates were also concerned about the struggle
falling into the hands of the extremists.

The resumption of the Indo-Pak talks was fully backed by the
moderates, though Musharraf’s change of tack shocked the hardliners
who had been fighting for the annexation of the entire disputed state
with Pakistan. Their bitterness was palpable when the bus service
between Srinagar and Muzaffarabad was restored on 7 April 2005,
after a 57-year hiatus. It was a momentous occasion when the new
Indian Prime Minister, Manmohan Singh, waved off the first bus with
its 19 passengers. Described as the moth