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Causes of Radicalism and Responses in Pakistan

A Note from Editor-in-Chief

Radicalism and terrorism have become synonymous in the context of Pakistan 
as is evident from numerous reports, books and articles written on the causes, 
processes, dynamics and responses of terrorism, militancy, radicalism and Jihad. 
The people of Pakistan don't approve of many of the misnomers and propagandist 
words like Islamic radicalism, global jihadism, and so forth.  Many such ill-
informed terms derive from the ignorance and simplicity of the Western media and 
naive journalists or far-removed scholars who have no direct access to, or   
comprehensive knowledge of, true Islamic literature.  Tragically, Pakistan is dubbed 
today as the hub of these militant and radical elements that stretch back in people's 
minds to the horrific images of 9/11.  US Defence Secretary Robert Gates described 
western Pakistan as 'the greatest threat to the homeland' in Sept, 2008. In the same 
month Admiral Mike Mullen stated that 'Pakistan is not another country but a 
country with a growing insurgency, with a border that's a safe haven for militants 
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who pose America's toughest national security problem' .  

In tracing back the real underlying causes of this threatening militancy, non-
accommodation, violence, radical ideas, and resultant terrorism incidents, many 
have put the burden on the history of Islam and the Indian sub-continent. This 
includes the pre-independence communalism (Hindu-Muslim tensions in India 
before 1947); anti-ahmadi campaigns of the 1950s; the Afghan-Soviet Jihad and the 
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current rising anti-Americanism after the war on terror since 2001 . In addition to 
these historic drivers and their unstoppable implications, scholars describe a list of 
facilitating factors which further nurture the feelings and environment of radicalism 
and intolerance.  Such factors like identity crisis; enhanced provincial; ethnic and 
sectarian strife in Pakistani society; lack of viable democratic forums; and 
abysmally low human development, especially in the areas which are easily 
infiltrated and insinuated by non-state actors, and more importantly by disgruntled 

3political and religious elements.   Some authors more specifically point at the 
chronic poverty, primitive tribal culture, ungoverned areas and intense military 
operations in Pakistan's tribal belt as another set of facilitating factors for growing 

4radicalism.   The US/Nato air-strikes against Al-Qaeda's top leadership and the 
concomitant civilian casualties are often counter-productive and rarely of any help 

5in reducing radicalism.  This 'will-o-the-wisp' chase of locating the precise root-
causes of radicalism has often targeted the Islamic seminaries (Madrassahs) as 
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potential places for breeding terrorists and radicals.  Copious literature has come out 
on this Madrassahs-militancy connection, but rarely has any significant empirical 
research  been  done  to prove  this assumed ' connection' beyond doubt.  In fact, like  



much so-called 'supporting evidence' about radicalization, the view that madrassahs 
are hotbeds of militancy with the implied connection about the influence of Islamic 
schools is far from clear-cut.  Silke (2008:110) quotes research by Sageman (2004) 
that “found only 18 percent of Islamist extremists have had an Islamic religious 
primary or secondary education. In contrast, 82 percent went to secular schools.”  
Hence, Silke (op.cit) argues that “These data undermine the view that Islamic 
extremism can be best viewed as resulting from brainwashing by teachers in 
madrassas as part of normal primary or secondary education.” 

From here the discussion on root-causes of radicalism gets irrationally 
extended to the religion of Islam. Combine this hyper-emotionalism about Islamic 
religion with certain unfavourable phenomena like Danish cartoons, sacrilege 
desecration of the Holy Book and other unkind and unreasonable bashing of 
religious emblems, it is little wonder serious violence get triggered.  Thus a vicious 
cycle of further intensified relations between the West and the Muslim world 
globally is set in motion and also between the liberals/moderates and orthodox 
within Muslim societies. These actions and reactions diverted the attention of some 
into far-fetched areas looking for justifications.  For instance, some writers have 
started looking the causes of militancy in centuries-old Muslim writers and scholars 

7like Ibn-Taymiah,  who, if living in this era, would have probably said something 
different.  Such  accounts of centuries old writers like Ibn-Taymiah or Shaikh Abdul 
Wahab can become an ill-fated  academic exercise in re-inventing history in one' 
preferred image which ignores the environment of that time and its geo-political 
dictates and the compulsions in the Muslim world in an era that saw its declining 
civilization. 

Some local researches, based on public perception, though indigenous but 
limited in nature, have found Afghan conflict, extreme poverty, unemployment and 
bad governance as the causes and facilitating factors of radicalism in the Federally 
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Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) of Pakistan.  Some found the desire of the 
militants or Jihadi groups as a root cause to establish a global new Muslim world 

9order in order to restore the glory of Islam.  However, many moderate Muslim 
thinkers, like Allama Wahiduddin Khan, oppose this view vehemently and attribute 
the Muslim glory of the past to the remarkable educational and scientific 
achievements of the medieval Muslims when the West was passing through its dark 
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ages, and not to the political dominance of the Muslim caliphate.   The Allama also 
attributes the current dominance of the  Western  civilization  to  its  advancement in 
physical and social sciences rather than to its wars, political interventions and 
alliances. This debate on the revivalism of Muslim glory has given ample pretext, 
throughout history, to various international powers and intellectuals to keep their 
assets  in  this  part  of  the world,  especially  the  under-developed tribal  regions in 
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which otherwise can't be generalized to the public at large. The 'problem-tree 
analysis' technique has still not satisfied the researchers and criminologists on the 
exact nature, extent, pattern and magnitude of the causes and facilitating factors of 
radicalism in Pakistan's society. 

On the other hand, some of Muslim scholars have also tried to identify the 'real' 
causative agents of intolerance and radicalism, and have enumerated a long list of 
reasons. For example, the mutual accusations of Muslim sects; decrying one another 
as non-believers; the jihadi culture; the abundance of arms and drugs after the 
Afghan-Soviet war; the mis-use of religion; ignorance; illiteracy; poverty; 
unemployment; colossal foreign aid; the absence of spiritualism; and more violence 
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in the garb of eradicating violence  as the real causes of radicalism.  Some religious 
scholars have outspokenly blamed the separation of religion and politics, feudalism, 
class struggle and conflicting educational systems in the country as the true causes 
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of religious intolerance and radicalism.  The debate will continue between the 
various schools of thought and more interesting observations will come out which 
will generate more debate for further research and analysis on how to fix the issue 
and how to develop workable solutions for some of these corresponding responses 
to the true causes.  

This task will not be easy or quick.  It is clearly evident from this brief overview 
of the search for root causes and facilitating factors that drives radicalism, that there 
is little empirical research to back up claims and counter claims.  So many claims are 
based on theoretical research, analyses, speculations or personal accounts, which 
undoubtedly are amenable and susceptible to personal biases of one or another 
group.  To further confound an already messy whirlpool of conjectures, the study of 
terrorism in most Western countries sits under the disciplinary banner of political 
science.  A 'science' noted more for polemic debates and political intrigues than its 
science.        

As the above discussion suggests we can't identify one single cause for the 
highly complex phenomenon of radicalism. Similarly, is the case for the plethora of 
responses, like the vague 3D policy of Pakistan—the deterrence, dialogue and 
development—as a counter-terror policy.  However no one knows the details of any 
D of these three.  Pakistan  still  has  no proper policy on de-radicalization which can 
satisfactorily address the problems of FATA development, tribal community 
engagement, youth unemployment, effective community and intelligence-led 
policing in urban and rural areas, educational reforms and especially 
standardization of religious education and literature, police reforms directing at 
police specialization and training, and the effective use of civil society and the media 
for messaging of the anti-radical slogans and concepts, to name a few. Furthermore, 
the  uneven development and conflicting  ideologies  spread  by diverse educational 
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systems needs to be rectified between the opposing segments of Pakistan society.  
Moreover, the administrative breakdown in certain terror-affected areas needs to be 
administered with local and traditional mechanisms of conflict-resolution like 
mediation, arbitration and local assemblies (Jirgas). All these steps need proper 
legal protection, legitimacy and resource allocations with able minded, creative and 
committed officers. The ad-hoc arrangements like raising armed bands (lashkars) 
may be counter-productive and may add further bloodshed in a revenge-based tribal 
society. Wishful mega ideas like that of creating new provinces or merging FATA 
with one or another province will simply add to and augment the bundles of serious 
administrative problems. At the moment, we need a few small confidence-building 
measures in FATA and Baluchistan in particular, before any 'mega' intervention is 
likely to succeed in the already poverty-stricken, terror-hit and constantly ignored 
areas of Pakistan. 

Finally, I am extremely thankful to the Guest-Editor, who very kindly edited 
this special issue of Pakistan Journal of Criminology. As this special issue 
demonstrates the PJC is continuously moving in the direction of introducing 
authentic criminological literature to the body of social sciences in Pakistan. Also, 
the Pakistan Society of Criminology is indebted to the AUSAID/Australian Federal 
Police (AFP) for providing funds for the publication and printing of this special 
issue, though AUSAID and AFP have no responsibility for its contents. Certainly 
this special issue will be of immense interest to the local police and law-enforcement 
agencies in Pakistan for their guidance on policing terrorism and radicalism in the 
light of available criminological scholarship and international best practices.

It is also to be announced with immense pleasure that the Higher Education 
Commission of Pakistan has recognized the Pakistan Journal of Criminology which 
is a great achievement of criminology in Pakistan. All the members of the Editorial 
and Advisory Boards and well-wishers of PJC and Pakistan Society of Criminology 
deserve our profound congratulation and thanks.

Fasihuddin (PSP) 
Editor - in - Chief 

email: fasih68@hotmail.com
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