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Lashkar-e-Tayiba (LeT) is the most lethal terrorist group operating from 
South Asia. Founded in 1989 in Afghanistan with help from Pakistan’s 
Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI), it began operations in India in 1990. Until 
November 2008, US policymakers tended to dismiss LeT as India’s problem, 
despite the fact that the group had been attacking US troops and their inter-
national and Afghan allies in Afghanistan.1 On 26 November 2008, however, 
LeT made its debut as an international terrorist organisation when it launched 
a four-day siege of India’s port city of Mumbai. In that attack, 166 people 
perished, including several Americans and Israelis. This was the first time 
that LeT had targeted non-Indian civilians. Recent revelations that David 
Coleman Headley, an American citizen of Pakistani origin, conspired with 
LeT (and, allegedly, a Pakistani army major deputed to the ISI) to launch the 
Mumbai offensive have stoked fears about American home-grown terror-
ism and the ability of LeT to attack the US homeland.2 Headley’s ties to an 
al-Qaeda leader, Ilyas Kashmiri, have furthered speculation about LeT’s ties 
to al-Qaeda.3 Rightly or wrongly, some American officials believe it is only a 
matter of time before LeT will launch an attack on US soil.4

Scholars of South Asian security tend to explain Pakistan’s reliance on 
LeT (and a raft of other groups) as a response to its enduring rivalry with 
India, rooted in the conflict over the disputed territory of Kashmir specifi-
cally and in deep-seated fears about Indian intentions towards Pakistan more 
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2  |  C. Christine Fair

generally.5 Lacking military, diplomatic or political options to resolve its 
security competition with India, Pakistan has developed a series of proxies 
that operate in India and Afghanistan, allowing Islamabad to enjoy certain 
security benefits while maintaining plausible deniability. In Afghanistan in 
particular, Pakistan has relied on proxies to prevent India from developing 
influence and deepening its capabilities to foment insurgency in Pakistan’s 
restive territories along the Afghanistan–Pakistan border. 

This widely accepted explanation for Pakistan’s reliance upon LeT and 
other Islamist groups results in policy recommendations that stress the 

importance of resolving the enduring rivalry between 
India and Pakistan as a necessary (if insufficient) con-
dition for Pakistan to abandon its strategic reliance on 
Islamist proxies. Calls are regularly made for interna-
tional intervention to encourage both sides to reach 
some kind of accommodation.6 Similarly, many have 
argued that Afghanistan will be stabilised only when 

the status of Kashmir is resolved, as this alone will permit Pakistan to relax 
its aggressive deployment there of Islamist proxies, including LeT.7

Unfortunately, this conventional understanding of Pakistan’s reliance 
upon militant groups, framed within the logic of Pakistan’s external secu-
rity preoccupations, is dangerously incomplete. It overlooks the domestic 
significance of militant groups.8 In fact, LeT plays an important role within 
Pakistan, countering other militants that have begun attacking the state and 
citizens alike, especially since 2002. Equally important, there is little reason 
to believe that the death of bin Laden and the weakening of al-Qaeda more 
generally will have a mitigating effect upon LeT or other groups operating 
in the region. This is in part because the evidence for LeT ties with al-Qaeda 
is not robust.

One implication of this argument is that a resolution of the Indo-Pakistani 
dispute (an improbable proposition to begin with) will not be sufficient to 
motivate Pakistan to abandon LeT and other groups. Indeed, Pakistan’s reli-
ance upon LeT is likely only to deepen as security conditions within that 
country continue to deteriorate. Lamentably, there is little that the United 
States can do in response, besides preparing risk-mitigation strategies and 

Evidence for LeT 
ties to al-Qaeda 
is not robust
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Lashkar-e-Tayiba and the Pakistani State  |  3   

attempting to deepen its engagement with Pakistan in a bid to exert maximal 
influence there.

LeT origins and goals
LeT originally emerged as the military wing of the Markaz Daawat ul Irshad 
(MDI), headquartered in Muridke near the Punjabi city of Lahore.9 MDI was 
founded in 1986 by two Pakistani engineering professors, Hafiz Muhammad 
Saeed and Zafar Iqbal, with the assistance of the ISI.10 Abdullah Azzam, a 
close of associate of bin Laden who was affiliated with the International 
Islamic University of Islamabad and the Maktab ul Khadamat (Bureau of 
Services for Arab Mujahadeen, which was the precursor to al-Qaeda), also 
provided assistance, before he was killed in Peshawar in 1988. MDI, along 
with numerous other militant groups, was involved in supporting the muja-
hadeen in Afghanistan from 1986 onwards, and established militant training 
camps for this purpose. (One camp in Paktia was known as Muaskar-e-Taiba 
and a second in the Kunar province of Afghanistan as Muaskar-e-Aqsa.) 
Mariam Abou Zahab notes that MDI/LeT’s training camps were always sep-
arate from those of the Taliban, which hosted Deobandi militant groups such 
as Harkat-ul-Jihad-al-Islami (HUJI) and Harkat-ul-Mujahedeen (HuM).11 
This has led some analysts, such as Hassan Abbas and the present author, 
to conclude that LeT has not had the sustained and organic connections 
to al-Qaeda enjoyed by the Deobandi groups, many of which became out-
sourcers for al-Qaeda operations in Pakistan.12

In 1993, MDI divided its activities into two related but separate organisa-
tions: MDI proper continued the mission of proselytisation and education, 
while LeT emerged as the militant wing. After the Soviets withdrew from 
Afghanistan, LeT/MDI shifted focus to Indian-administered Kashmir, 
staging its first commando-style attack there in 1990. Indeed, for much of 
the 1990s (with few exceptions), LeT operations were restricted to Kashmir. 

LeT itself began reorganising in December 2001, days prior to its designa-
tion by the United States as a Foreign Terrorist Organization. American and 
Pakistani analysts alike believe that the ISI alerted LeT to this impending 
designation. In response, LeT’s leader, Hafiz Saeed, declared there would be 
two organisations: a militant component commanded by Maulana Rehman 
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4  |  C. Christine Fair

Lakhvi and a larger umbrella organisation that became known as Jamaat-
ud-Dawa (JuD), into which LeT was able, thanks to the advance warning, to 
transfer most of its financial assets and personnel.13 Likewise, LeT-occupied 
offices and buildings were simply reclassified as JuD facilities. Of course, 
the militant cells of the organisation continue to use JuD’s facilities for their 
activities and share phone numbers, personnel, bank accounts and offices. 
Thus, for all practical purposes, the organisations are really one and the 
same.14 With this new structure in place, the organisation has been able to 
retain its stock of fighters while also expanding its recruitment base through 
the provision of social services. Equally important, JuD has been able to 
propagate LeT/JuD’s unique doctrine and philosophy.

LeT has spawned a vast training infrastructure throughout Pakistan to 
support its dual mission of training militants and converting Pakistanis 
to the Ahl-e-Hadith Islamic tradition, and while its 200-acre headquarters 
remains in Muridke, the organisation today maintains offices in most of 
the major cities throughout Pakistan.15 (Figure 1 shows a business card of 
Muhammad Yahya Mujahid, JuD’s spokesperson, indicating these office 
locations.) These offices undertake recruitment as well as funds collection. 
In addition to its public offices, LeT also maintains covert training camps 
throughout Pakistan. Hafiz Saeed is the amir (supreme commander) of the 
organisation.16 Recruits typically come from cities in central and southern 
Punjab (including Faisalabad, Gujranwala, Bahawalpur, Vehari, Khaneval 
and Kasur), reflecting the Punjabi nature of the group and the fact that its 

Figure 1. Business card of Muhammad Yahya Mujahid (c. 2004), indicating JuD locations 
throughout Pakistan (Source: Muhammad Yahya Mujahid, 2004)
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Lashkar-e-Tayiba and the Pakistani State  |  5   

main infrastructure is located in the Punjab. In addition, some recruits come 
from Afghanistan and Pashtun areas in Pakistan.17 There is no publically 
available (much less accurate) accounting of the organisation’s end-strength, 
but the US State Department estimates that it has ‘several thousand’ 
members in Pakistan, Pakistan-administered Kashmir, Jammu and Kashmir 
(in Indian-administered Kashmir), and the Kashmir Valley.18 For its part, 
the Delhi-based South Asia Terrorism Portal estimates that, with some fluc-
tuation, the group has more than 750 fighters in Jammu and Kashmir, which 
represents the overwhelming bulk of the foreign militants in the Kashmir 
Valley.19 However, LeT operations tend to be conducted by relatively small 
units of fewer than a dozen fighters.20

A perusal of LeT literature demonstrates a commitment to targeting 
Indian Hindus, Jews and other kafirs (unbelievers) outside of Pakistan.21 
LeT has a standard modus operandi, which has often been misconstrued as 
simply ‘suicide operations’. In fact, LeT does not carry out suicide operations 
per se, in which the goal of the attacker is to die during the execution of the 
attack. Rather, LeT’s fedayeen missions are more akin to high-risk missions 
in which well-trained commandos engage in fierce combat, during which 
death is preferable to capture. While martyrdom is in some sense the ulti-
mate objective of LeT operatives, the group selects missions where there is a 
possibility, however slim, of living to kill more enemy operatives. The goal of 
LeT commandos is therefore not merely to commit suicide attacks, but rather 
to kill as many targets as possible before succumbing to enemy operations.22 

Contrary to conventional wisdom, LeT recruits are not predominantly 
drawn from Pakistan’s madrassas. Indeed, the proportion of madrassa- 
educated LeT operatives is believed to be as low as 10%.23 (This stands in 
sharp contrast to the madrassa-based networks of many Deobandi groups, 
including the Afghan Taliban.24) Rather, LeT recruits are generally in their 
late teens or early twenties and tend to be better educated than other 
militants, and Pakistanis more generally. A majority of LeT recruits have 
completed secondary school with good grades, and some have even attended 
college.25 This reflects both the background of LeT’s founding fathers, who 
were engineering professors, and MDI’s commitment to technical and other 
education. Since the late 1990s, moreover, LeT has continued to develop its 
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6  |  C. Christine Fair

operational reach into India. This has involved recruiting Indian citizens 
and increasingly entails developing an indigenous Indian franchise, the 
Indian Mujahadeen.26

Interestingly, LeT does not primarily recruit from adherents of the 
theological tradition from which it derives (Ahl-e-Hadith). There are two 
reasons for this anomaly.27 Firstly, because many Ahl-e-Hadith religious 
scholars (ulema) have rejected violent jihad, LeT has split from its sectarian 
roots. This has unsurprisingly alienated at least some Ahl-e-Hadith adher-
ents.28 Another reason is that the Ahl-e-Hadith community within Pakistan 
is actually quite small, perhaps representing less than 10% of Pakistan’s 
population of 180 million.29 In fact, LeT overwhelmingly recruits Deobandis 
and Barelvis (a heterodox Sufi order).

LeT among other armed groups
LeT is by no means the only armed group active in Pakistan today. There are 
several kinds of militant groups based in Pakistan that can be distinguished 

Figure 2. Summary of Militant Groups Operating From Pakistan
Group name Sectarian background Regional activities Overlapping membership

Al-Qaeda in Pakistan Salafist Has facilitated attacks inside and 
outside Pakistan and has planned 
international attacks from safe 
havens within Pakistan.

TTP, Afghan Taliban, other 
Deobandi militant groups

Afghan Taliban Deobandi Wages insurgency in Afghanistan; 
enjoys safe havens in Pakistan.

TTP and other Deobandi 
militant groups; al-Qaeda

Jaish-e-Mohammed (JM), 
Harkat-ul-Jihad-al-Islami 
(HUJI), Harkat-ul-Ansar, 
Harkat-ul-Mujahedeen, 
and similar

Deobandi Traditionally focused on Indian-
administered Kashmir but have 
operated in Afghanistan (and 
continue to do so); factions have 
targeted the Pakistani state.

Al-Qaeda, TTP, Afghan Taliban, 
Deobandi sectarian militant 
groups and Jamiat-e-Ulema-e-
Islam (JUI)

Lashkar-e-Jhangvi (LeJ) 
and Sipah-e-Sahaba-e-
Pakistan (SSP)

Deobandi Historically anti-Shia, have operated 
in Afghanistan for decades; 
currently targeting the Pakistani 
state with the TTP and allied groups.

TTP, Afghan Taliban, al-Qaeda, 
other Deobandi militant 
groups and JUI

Hizbul Mujahedeen (HM) 
and al-Badr

Jamaat-e-Islami Active in Indian-administered 
Kashmir.

Jamaat-e-Islami

Tehrik-e-Taliban-e-
Pakistan (TTP, Pakistani 
Taliban)

Deobandi Targets the Pakistani state, with 
some commanders mobilising 
fighters in Afghanistan.

Afghan Taliban, Deobandi 
militant groups in Pakistan and 
possibly al-Qaeda

Lashkar-e-Tayiba (LeT) Ahl-e-Hadith Fights in Indian-administered 
Kashmir and the Indian hinterland; 
limited out-of-theatre operations.

Although historically linked 
with al-Qaeda, its modern ties 
to the group are subject to 
debate
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Lashkar-e-Tayiba and the Pakistani State  |  7   

by a variety of characteristics, including their allegiance to various Islamic 
sects or movements (for example, Ahl-e-Hadith, Deoband, Jamaat-e-Islami 
and so on); their theatres of operation (including Afghanistan, India and 
Pakistan); the ethnic background of their members (Arab, Central Asian, 
Pakistani and subgroups thereof); and their objectives (overthrowing the 
Pakistani government, seizing Kashmir, supporting the Afghan Taliban).30 
Based on these distinctions, the following clusters of Islamist militant 
groups can be identified (see also Figure 2):

Al-Qaeda (in Pakistan). Al-Qaeda operatives based in Pakistan are largely 
non-Pakistani. However, they work with and through networks of support-
ive Pakistani militant groups. The strongest ties are with Deobandi groups 
such as the Pakistan Taliban, Jaish-e-Mohammed (JM) and Lashkar-e-
Jhangvi (LeJ). From sanctuaries in the tribal areas and within key Pakistani 
cities, al-Qaeda has facilitated attacks within Pakistan and has planned 
international attacks.31

Afghan Taliban. While the Afghan Taliban mainly operates in Afghanistan, 
its members enjoy sanctuary in Pakistan’s Baluchistan province, parts of 
the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA), the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 
(formerly known as North-West Frontier province), and key cities in the 
Pakistani heartland, including Karachi, Peshawar and Quetta. The Afghan 
Taliban emerged from Deobandi madrassas in Pakistan and retains its 
nearly exclusive ethnic Pashtun and Deobandi sectarian orientation.32

Kashmiri groups. Several groups claim to focus on Kashmir, among 
them LeT itself. Other groups include the Jamaat-e-Islami based Hizbul 
Mujahedeen (HM) and related splinter groups, and several Deobandi 
groups (including JM, LeJ and Harkat-ul-Jihad-al-Islami (HUJI)). With the 
notable exception of HM, most of these groups claim few ethnic Kashmiris 
among their number, and most came into being as surrogates of Pakistan’s 
ISI. In addition, many of these groups now operate well beyond Kashmir 
when possible.

Sectarian groups. It used to be that the main sectarian groups within 
Pakistan were anti-Sunni Shia groups that enjoyed support from Iran, but 
today most sectarian groups are Sunni and engage in violent attacks on 
Shi’ites. Such groups are almost always Deobandi (such as Sipah-e-Sahaba-
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8  |  C. Christine Fair

e-Pakistan (SSP) and LeJ). In addition, there is considerable intra-Sunni 
violence, with Deobandis targeting Barelvis and Ahmediyyas, who are con-
sidered non-Muslim in Pakistan and elsewhere.33

The Tehrik-e-Taliban-e-Pakistan (TTP, Pakistan Taliban). Groups which self-
identify as the ‘Pakistan Taliban’ appeared in Waziristan as early as 2004 
under the leadership of Waziristan-based Deobandi militants, who had 
fought with the Afghan Taliban in Afghanistan and earlier in the anti-Soviet 
jihad. By late 2007, several militant commanders had organised under the 
leadership of South Waziristan-based Baitullah Mehsud under the moniker 
‘Tehrik-e-Taliban-e-Pakistan’. Mehsud was killed in a US drone strike in 
August 2009, leading to much speculation about the TTP’s fate, but the group 
re-emerged under the direction of the vehemently sectarian Hakimullah 
Mehsud. After a brief pause in the violence, the TTP launched a bloody 
campaign of suicide bombings that precipitated Pakistani military activities 
against the group’s stronghold in South Waziristan. This prompted another 
round of TTP-launched suicide bombings intended to punish the state for 
that campaign.34 While the TTP is widely seen as a largely Pashtun insur-
gency, Punjab-based groups such as LeJ and other Deobandi groups are 
important components of this organisation.

None of these categories (or the groups within them) is necessarily mutu-
ally exclusive. Deobandi groups, for example, have overlapping membership 
with each other and with the Deobandi Islamist political party, Jamiat-e-
Ulema-e-Islam (JUI). Thus, a member of JM may also be a member of LeJ 
or even an office holder at some level with the JUI. Moreover, Deobandi 
groups have in recent years begun operating against the Pakistani state fol-
lowing Pakistan’s participation in the US-led ‘war on terror’. JM and LeJ, for 
instance, have collaborated with the TTP by providing suicide bombers and 
logistical support, allowing the TTP to conduct attacks throughout Pakistan, 
far beyond the TTP’s territorial remit.35 Both LeT and several Deobandi mil-
itant groups have also been operating in Afghanistan against US, NATO 
and Afghan forces.36 In contrast, other Kashmiri groups are operating under 
the influence of the Islamist political party Jamaat-e-Islami, such as al-Badr 
and HM, which tend to comprise ethnic Kashmiris and have retained their 
operational focus on Kashmir. 
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Lashkar-e-Tayiba and the Pakistani State  |  9   

Pakistan has been a victim of sectarian violence (first anti-Sunni, and 
now anti-Shia) since the late 1970s. However, the current insurgency differs 
from previous internal security threats. In October 2001, then-Pakistani 
President Pervez Musharraf supported the US-led Operation Enduring 
Freedom, launched in response to 9/11.37 In December, JM attacked the 
Indian parliament. India held Pakistan directly responsible for the actions 
of its proxies and launched its largest military build-up since the 1971 war. 
Intense diplomatic intervention by Washington managed to avert a war, 
but military forces remained on both sides of the border until October 2002. 
Tensions flared again when LeT attacked the wives and children of Indian 
army personnel in Kaluchak in May 2002. The United States again inter-
vened to prevent war. These crises imposed severe costs 
on US military operations in Afghanistan as Pakistan 
moved its forces from the west to the east, allowing 
Taliban and al-Qaeda operatives to flow into Pakistan’s 
tribal areas.38

After sustained American pressure throughout the 
winter and spring of 2002, that summer Musharraf 
adopted what has been called a ‘moderated jihad policy’, according to 
which he agreed to minimise the infiltration of Pakistani militants into 
India.39 Tensions between the Pakistani government and its suite of mili-
tant proxies had already come into focus when Musharraf’s participation 
in the ‘global war on terror’ caused many militant groups to reject their 
patron’s decision and rebel. In early 2002, JM split into two factions, one that 
remained loyal to the state under its founder Masood Azhar and another 
that began a suicide campaign against the state. (Among the group’s targets 
were Musharraf himself, the Karachi corps commander and several civilian 
leaders.40) Since then, Pakistan’s Deobandi groups have continued to splin-
ter and in some cases target Pakistan’s political leadership and citizenry, 
along with Pakistani military installations and personnel.

It is important to note that all the groups that split from the Pakistani 
state were Deobandi. In contrast, LeT has remained loyal to Islamabad, 
and therefore differs from other militant groups in several important 
ways. Firstly, LeT has never attacked the Pakistani state, nor indeed any 

LeT has 
remained loyal 

to Islamabad
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10  |  C. Christine Fair

other target within Pakistan. It operates exclusively outside of Pakistan, 
which can be taken as further evidence of tight linkages between LeT and 
the Pakistani security establishment.41 Such links may also account for the 
fact that while several LeT cells have been based in the United States, the 
organisation has never conspired to attack the US homeland. This is true 
despite the group’s operations against Americans in Afghanistan and in the 
2008 Mumbai attack. The ISI likely understands that attacks on American 
soil would provoke unrelenting retaliation. Indeed, US legislation such as 
the Enhanced Partnership with Pakistan Act of 2009 (generally known as 
Kerry–Lugar–Berman) specifically mentions LeT by name.

Secondly, unlike other groups, LeT has never experienced a leadership 
split of any consequence since its founding. While it has at various times 
reorganised, this is not the same thing as dividing into opposing factions 
because of leadership quarrels. In fact, the ISI has often engineered dissent 
among the other Deobandi militant groups to retain some control over them 
and to limit their ability to develop independently of the state. LeT is the 
only group that Islamabad has kept intact without orchestrating significant 
cleavages among its top decisions-makers. (As with all organisations, some 
discord has been observed among local commanders.42) 

Finally, whereas the state has taken action against several Deobandi 
groups and al-Qaeda, albeit through inept and sometimes inefficacious mil-
itary operations, it has taken only marginal and cosmetic steps in the wake 
of the 2008 Mumbai attack. In particular, Islamabad has refused to ban JuD, 
even though it has banned similar groups in the past and despite a promise 
to do so after the UN Security Council proscribed the organisation and iden-
tified its leadership as terrorists in early 2009.43 Some of its leaders have been 
jailed to appease Washington after Mumbai, but they continue to meet their 
associates and plan operations. To this day JuD continues to convene high-
profile demonstrations, for example to protest against the assassination of 
Osama bin Laden on Pakistani soil and the release from Pakistani custody 
of Raymond Davis (a CIA contractor who killed two ISI operatives during 
an altercation). The group has also shown support for Pakistan’s blasphemy 
law and for the killer of Punjab Governor Salman Tasseer, who wanted to 
reform that law.44 JuD (and other Islamist organisations) have taken the 
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Lashkar-e-Tayiba and the Pakistani State  |  11   

lead in shaping public opinion about these events, which centre on loath-
ing of the United States and calls for the government and military to sever 
ties across the board. This is an easy sell to Pakistan’s increasingly anti- 
American public, which also appears to appreciate LeT/JuD’s ongoing 
domestic social work and relief activities.45

LeT and domestic security
While LeT has maintained both its unity and its focus on targets outside 
Pakistan, Deobandi groups have increasingly targeted a range of actors 
within Pakistan. Such groups have long supported attacks on Pakistan’s 
Shi’ites and Ahmediyyas, for instance. (Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto declared 
Ahmediyyas to be non-Muslim in 1974 to placate Islamist opposition 
groups who demanded this.) Deobandi groups have also begun attacking 
Pakistan’s Sufi shrines in recent years. Examples of such attacks include an 
assault on an important shrine in Lahore, Data Darbar, in July 2010, and a 
suicide-bomber attack in April 2011 on a shrine dedicated to a saint, Sakhi 
Sarvar, in Dera Ghazi Khan.46 These shrines follow the Barelvi school of 
Islam in Pakistan, the adherents of which believe in mysticism, revere saints 
and shrines, and frequent shrines where spiritual guides associated with 
saints may intercede on behalf of worshippers. Many, if not most, Pakistanis 
are believed to be Barelvi, although there are no data on this question.47 
Pakistanis generally hold these shrines in high esteem as Sufi saints brought 
Islam to South Asia. However, Deobandis loathe and denounce Barelvi mys-
tical practices and beliefs as un-Islamic accretions derived from Hinduism. 
Deobandis also encourage attacks against Pakistan’s non-Muslim minori-
ties, such as Christians.

In short, Deobandis regard Barelvis, Shia and Ahmediyyas as guilty 
of practicing munafiqit, or acting to spread disunity. The term munafiqit is 
sometimes translated as ‘hypocrisy’ in English, implying that perpetra-
tors, known as munafiqin, are not truthful to themselves or others. Anyone 
who does not espouse Deobandi beliefs is seen as complicit in this crime, 
including Pakistani security personnel, civilian leaders and individuals who 
oppose Deobandi groups and their agenda. Such people are liable to be tar-
geted under a sustained campaign of Deobandi violence that first began in 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

G
eo

rg
et

ow
n 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
] 

at
 1

2:
04

 0
6 

A
ug

us
t 2

01
1 



12  |  C. Christine Fair

the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) and then expanded into 
the settled parts of the frontier in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and well into the 
Punjab.

The results of this campaign have been lethal. Using data available from 
the Combating Terrorism Center at West Point, between 1 January 2004 
(when the database begins) and 31 December 2010 (the last date available), 
there have been over 3,517 attacks by Islamist militant groups, the vast 
majority of them Deobandi. These attacks have killed or injured more than 
25,116 victims.48 Many of these attacks have been committed since 2006, 
when the Pakistani state began engaging in vigorous anti-terrorism efforts 
against militant groups. (See Figure 4 for yearly breakdowns of incidents 
and victims.) Deobandi militant groups have prosecuted some of the most 
high-profile attacks in Pakistan, including the 2009 assault on the Pakistan 

Figure 3. Anti-munafiqin graffiti on the wall of a Pakistan Taliban hideout captured by the 
Pakistani army in the Makeen Valley, South Waziristan, July 2010. The Pashto phrase translates 
as ‘Don’t indulge in munafiqit [hypocrisy] or you will be debased’. The Pakistani army believes 
the inscription was written in blood, but this cannot be confirmed by the author. (Source: 
author photo)

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

G
eo

rg
et

ow
n 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
] 

at
 1

2:
04

 0
6 

A
ug

us
t 2

01
1 



Lashkar-e-Tayiba and the Pakistani State  |  13   

Army General Headquarters, the two assassination attempts on then- 
President Pervez Musharraf and the 2008 suicide blast which claimed former 
Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto.

The fact that Deobandi and other groups engage in anti-munafiqin vio-
lence while LeT does not greatly contributes to the latter’s domestic utility. 
According to LeT’s manifesto, Hum Kyon Jihad Kar Rahen Hain? (Why Are 
We Waging Jihad?), the group ‘does not wage jihad in Pakistan’, prefer-
ring to focus instead on Kashmir and other regions in which Muslims are 
oppressed.49 Thus, in contrast to Deobandi groups, which savage the state 
and its citizens, LeT is fundamentally non-sectarian and genuinely commit-
ted to the integrity of the Pakistani state and its diverse polity. This is an 
unusual commitment, particularly given Pakistan’s collaboration with the 
United States since 2001. LeT’s manifesto acknowledges that the Pakistani 
state has made mistakes, but insists that Pakistani Muslims are all brothers, 
irrespective of their sectarian commitments.50 Accordingly, Barelvis, Sufis or 
Shi’ites should not be attacked.51 Neither are they munafiqin, as Deobandis 
believe. On the other hand, non-Muslims outside of Pakistan (Hindus, Jews, 
Christians, atheists) are at war with Muslims and should be attacked.52 LeT’s 
manifesto urges all Muslims to fight these groups, lest Pakistanis turn on 
each other (as indeed they have done). 

This defence of the Pakistani state helps explain the support LeT has 
enjoyed both from Islamabad and from ordinary Pakistanis. LeT is the only 

Figure 4. Islamist Terrorist Attacks and Victims, 1 January 2004–31 December 2010  
(Source: Worldwide Incident Tracking System, Combating Terrorism Center, West Point, 
https://wits.nctc.gov)
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14  |  C. Christine Fair

organisation actively challenging the Deobandi orthodoxy that has imper-
illed the domestic security of the state. Moreover, it is the only militant 
organisation that has defined the targets of its jihad and explained the utility 
of external jihad in a way that regular Pakistanis can understand. Thus, 
LeT’s doctrine works to secure the integrity of the Pakistani state domesti-
cally even while it complicates Pakistan’s external relations with India, the 
United States and others.53 

In this context, Pakistan’s support of LeT/JuD’s expansion into the 
provisions of social services after 2002 makes sense. By 2004 JuD was pro-
viding schools (not madrassas), clinics and other social services throughout 

Pakistan.54 In 2004, LeT/JuD raised large quantities of 
funds and relief supplies for the victims of the Indian 
Ocean tsunami; in 2005 it provided various forms of relief 
and medical assistance following the Kashmir earthquake; 
in 2009 it provided social services to internally displaced 
persons fleeing the military offensive in Swat; and in 2010 
it supported victims of the 2010 monsoon-related super 
flood. Of course, it is entirely possible that Pakistan’s 

media deliberately exaggerated LeT’s contribution to foster popular support 
for the organisation. Many journalists are explicitly on the ISI’s payroll and 
routinely plant stories on behalf of the ISI or shape stories to suit the ISI’s 
interests.55 Still, it is clear that the state has an enormous incentive to encour-
age and facilitate the group’s expansion throughout Pakistan.56 The more 
JuD enjoys domestic legitimacy, the more effective it becomes in countering 
the dangerous beliefs of Deobandi groups. This role will only become more 
important as Pakistan’s domestic security situation degrades.

The importance of LeT’s domestic roles suggests that Pakistan is unlikely 
to abandon its reliance upon the group, regardless of what happens vis-à-vis 
India and despite the increasing threat the organisation poses to interna-
tional security. Even though Pakistan is sure to be held accountable for 
future attacks perpetrated by the group, and even though an LeT/JuD attack 
in India may be one of the quickest routes to an outright conflict with India 
(or even the United States), it is unlikely that Islamabad will be persuaded 
to distance itself from the group. While Pakistan’s reliance upon LeT may be 

Many 
journalists 
are on the ISI 
payroll
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a risky proposition, LeT/JuD appears to have an enormous role in securing 
Pakistan’s interests externally. Equally and perhaps more importantly, LeT 
appears to contribute not just to Pakistan’s external interests but to the very 
cohesion and survival of the state. 

Similarly, Pakistan is unlikely to decisively squash the Islamist militants 
now savaging the state. This is in part because certain groups, such as the 
Pakistan Taliban, overlap with other groups that Pakistan still considers to 
be assets, particularly groups such as JM, which retain an interest in target-
ing India rather than Pakistan. Moreover, as the army’s various attempted 
peace deals demonstrate, there remains a latent hope that these groups can 
be rehabilitated and brought into alignment with Pakistan’s foreign inter-
ests. Finally, serious shortcomings in Pakistan’s legal system, armed forces, 
intelligence agencies, police and other law-enforcement entities have under-
mined the state’s ability to resist domestic threats. 

It is important to note that the death of Osama bin Laden will not dampen 
the domestic or external utility of LeT, nor will it temper the vicious violence 
of the Pakistan Taliban. It may even encourage ever more sophisticated vio-
lence from the TTP, which has ties to al-Qaeda and the Haqqani network. 
(Haqqani has long been close to bin Laden.) And, of course, bin Laden’s 
death will not affect enduring US concerns about nuclear proliferation, 
the security of Pakistan’s nuclear weapons, the country’s command-and- 
control arrangements, and the possibility of nuclear escalation during any 
crisis with India, among other concerns.57 

Mitigating the threat
Given that Pakistan is unlikely to be induced to abandon its reliance upon 
militancy for both external and internal reasons, the international com-
munity, including the United States, should abandon its optimism that 
additional foreign or security assistance will shift Pakistan’s strategic cal-
culus away from using LeT and other militants to serve its internal and 
external goals. For Pakistan, LeT is an important asset in the same way that 
it is an enemy for countries such as India and even the United States. This 
suggests an urgent need to conceptualise and implement a robust threat-
containment strategy. 
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16  |  C. Christine Fair

Containing Pakistan per se is not feasible, nor is attempting to do so even 
desirable. Pakistan has many asymmetric options which the United States 
must take seriously, and containing the country as a whole should be con-
sidered only as a last resort. However, there are means of containing the 
specific threats that Pakistan poses. The United States, the United Kingdom, 
India and other states victimised by LeT and similar groups should forge 
closer cooperation on intelligence and counter-terrorism initiatives to inter-
dict planned attacks and to identify and prosecute individuals after the 
fact. Such prosecutions will likely present evidence that will incriminate 
others who remain active in the organisation, contributing to further efforts 
to downgrade their efficacy.58 Greater contacts must be forged with immi-
gration, treasury and other government agencies in those states in North 
America, Europe, the Middle East, South and Southeast Asia that LeT/JuD 
uses for logistical purposes, movement of recruits into and out of Pakistan 
and transfers of funds and other materials to sustain operations. The goal of 
these engagements should be to deny Pakistani militant groups freedom of 
movement of all assets and to disrupt potential cells and plots. 

Because the Pakistani diaspora and converts to Islam remain important 
sources of recruits and financial support for LeT/JuD, the US and other gov-
ernments will have to forge sensitive policies that consider the diaspora as 
an important source of insecurity while ensuring that innocent people are 
not singled out without cause.59 This has been and will remain a delicate 
and fraught public-policy issue.60 Governments continue to debate how best 
to forthrightly concede these threats without alienating Muslims at home, 
who are important sources of information that can help deter potential 
attacks and catch those who have successfully executed attacks. However, 
Islamabad’s refusal to shut down militant training camps in Pakistan leaves 
few options to states seeking to protect their citizens and allies from attacks 
by Pakistan-based groups or by individuals who have trained with such 
groups in Pakistan. 

National and multilateral institutions, such as the US Department of 
Treasury, the United Nations Security Council and the European Union, 
should work to target specific individuals within militant organisations, as 
well as individuals within the Pakistani state found to be supporting such 
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groups. In the case of the UN Security Council, this may mean working to 
forge coalitions with Pakistan’s key supporter on the council, China. More 
generally, the United States will have to reach out to Pakistan’s friends, as 
well as its foes, to forge a consensus on the best way to help Pakistan help 
itself. Indeed, Washington will need to develop a broad-based engagement 
strategy involving every relevant country (Iran, Saudi Arabia, the United 
Arab Emirates, China) to help forge a parallel, if not convergent, threat per-
ception of Pakistan and policies to best address these threats. 

Finally, any urge to ‘cut Pakistan off’ must be tempered, no matter how 
severe the budgetary crisis in the United States becomes. While it is true 
that financial and military assistance are never going to be adequate to alter 
Pakistan’s threat perceptions, the United States should still make every 
effort to intensify and expand engagement, particularly after the demise of 
bin Laden. This will be difficult under current conditions, because Pakistan’s 
military and intelligence agencies are seeking to limit the US presence in the 
country and minimise engagement. Nevertheless, US interests in Pakistan 
extend well beyond bin Laden’s death and include securing resupply of US 
and allied troops in Afghanistan, maximising US oversight of Pakistan’s 
nuclear weapons, and containing the myriad militant groups operating in 
and from Pakistan.

Despite all impulses to the contrary, the United States needs to stay the 
course and continue to invest in civilian institutions. Washington should 
make every possible effort to invest in civilian-led security governance and 
to provide technical and other support to empower Pakistan’s parliament 
to incrementally increase its ability to exert oversight of Pakistan’s defence 
and intelligence agencies. While a genuinely civilian-led Pakistan seems an 
impossible dream, any progress, however slim, will matter. Finding ways of 
providing meaningful support to Pakistan’s law-enforcement agencies and 
judicial system should also be an important goal. Provincial assemblies also 
need technical skills-training and other forms of professional development. 
Perhaps the United Nations Development Programme is the best route for 
such activities. Devolution may also present new opportunities for engage-
ment as each province may have specific needs and, depending upon the 
programme, may be more receptive. Provincial planning councils and min-
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18  |  C. Christine Fair

istries may offer new opportunities as it becomes clearer what devolution 
means in the Pakistani context.

While it seems dismaying that US investment in Pakistan has not yielded 
hoped-for security payoffs, this pessimism is not entirely justifiable. Had it 
not been for the investments thus far, the United States would not have had 
the resources necessary to identify and neutralise bin Laden and a host of 
other al-Qaeda operatives. And, as then-Secretary of Defense Robert Gates 
claimed, there is evidence that high-level Pakistani officials did not know 
bin Laden’s whereabouts before he was killed, suggesting that Islamabad’s 
complicity with armed groups is not as widespread as some may believe.61 
In any event, it would be a catastrophic error in judgement for the United 
States to walk away from Pakistan, forfeiting opportunities to acquire 
needed information and to help empower Pakistan’s civilian institutions.
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