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The ISI and the War on Terrorism 
 

Shaun Gregory1 
 
 
Introduction 
For the West there is arguably at present no more important intelligence organisation 
than Pakistan’s Directorate of Inter-Service Intelligence [ISI], yet after decades of 
close co-operation the ISI remains an enigma. Is it the indispensable ally of the West 
as the Pakistan President insists? Or is it something else: an organisation that foments 
terrorism, that operates against Western interests, and that functions as an obstacle to, 
rather than the means for, progress in the War on Terrorism?  Of course, this is to 
pose a slightly false dichotomy: the ISI need not be a trusted ally to remain important 
to the West. The real question is whether there is sufficient overlap between Western 
interests and the activities of the ISI to merit the trust and the investment the West, 
primarily the USA, makes in the ISI indirectly through the support of the military 
government of Pakistan and directly to the organisation itself? This briefing is an 
attempt to respond to this question.   
 
The Directorate for Inter-Service Intelligence [ISI] was formed in 1948 by the British 
Army Officer Major General William Cawthorne2, then serving as the new state of 
Pakistan’s Army Deputy Chief of Staff. The ISI was established within the Pakistan 
Army to supplement the existing Military Intelligence [MI] as a means to address the 
lack of inter-service intelligence co-operation which had proven so disastrous for 
Pakistan in the 1947 Indo-Pak war3.  Trained from its early days by UK’s Military 
Intelligence, and a little later by the CIA and, for a short spell, the French SDECE, the 
ISI originally had no role beyond that of military intelligence-gathering except in 
relation to the disputed region in Pakistan Administered Kashmir and the Northern 
areas of Gilgit and Baltistan4.  
  
The assumption of martial law in Pakistan for this first time in 1958 under Lt Gen 
Ayub Khan5 brought the ISI into the political realm. It was tasked by Ayub with three 

                                                 
1 Shaun Gregory was formerly Head of the Department of Peace Studies and is currently Director of 
the Pakistan Security Research Unit [PSRU] available at 
http://spaces.brad.ac.uk:8080/display/ssispsru/Home  He was Visiting Professor at the Institut d’Etudes 
Politiques at Sciences- Po in Paris in 2006 and formerly Visiting Fellow at the Institute for Strategic 
Studies in Islamabad [ISSI]. The author would like to thank James Revill for research support and 
Gordon Corera, Christine Fair, and Julian Richards for help with various aspects of the article. The 
views expressed in this article are solely those of the author, and do not in any way represent the views 
of the PSRU, the Department of Peace Studies, or the University of Bradford.   
2 Major General William Cawthorne had been the Pakistan Army's first Director of Military  
 Intelligence, See: Sir Morrice James (Lord Saint Brides), Pakistan Chronicle,(Karachi; Oxford 
University Press 1993) p 25.  I am indebted to Brian Cloughley and Ian Talbot for help with this 
history. 
3 Intelligence Resource Program, ‘Directorate for Inter-Service Intelligence’, Federation of American 
Scientists, (1 May 2002). Available at: http://www.fas.org/irp/world/pakistan/isi  
4 A helpful overview history of the ISI, from which this is taken, is: Sean P. Witchell, ‘Pakistan’s ISI: 
The Invisible Government’, International Journal of Intelligence and Counter-Intelligence, Vol 16(1), 
(Spring 2003) pp 374-388.  
5 The military had been de facto in control of Pakistan since the swearing in of Major General Iskander 
Mirza as Acting Governor General of Pakistan on 7th August 1955. 
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roles which continue to define it: (a) to safeguard Pakistan’s interests, (b) to monitor 
political opposition, and (c) to sustain military rule in Pakistan. It is clear from these 
functions that the ISI from 1958, if not before, viewed its raison d’etre first and 
foremost in terms of the Pakistan military rather than in relation to any broader 
concept of the defence and security of the nation-state or of the people of Pakistan. 
Moreover, Ayub Khan’s formulation gave the ISI primacy amongst the other 
intelligence agencies in Pakistan – the MI and the civilian Intelligence Bureau [IB] – 
because it combined in the one agency the dual roles of internal and external 
intelligence.  Unlike the UK’s MI5 and MI6 or the US’s FBI and CIA, the ISI faces 
no equivalent turf-war with a powerful internal rival, and is thus able to integrate the 
internal and external facets of its work with profound implications for the way it 
operates and the power it is able to exercise within Pakistan and outside it. 
 
The ISI and Afghanistan 
The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979 transformed the ISI. The 
decision by the United States to support Afghan forces in a guerrilla campaign against 
the Soviet Union placed Pakistan on the frontline as the base from which the US 
would mount its campaign6. The crucial development for the ISI was the decision by 
the US, through the CIA, to use Pakistan’s ISI as the instrument of support for the 
Afghan rebels. The ISI already had deep inroads into Afghanistan and laid down strict 
conditions, which the CIA accepted, that the ISI would control almost all aspects of 
how the guerrilla war was fought and supported. The ISI insisted that it would retain 
control over contacts with Afghan rebels, that no Americans [CIA included] would 
cross the Afghan border from Pakistan, that movements of weapons within Pakistan 
and their disbursement to Afghan groups would be handled exclusively by the ISI, 
and that all the training of Afghan rebels would be handled by the ISI7.  The 
willingness of the CIA to agree these terms, at least for the early years of the war, 
enabled the ISI to hijack US money and arms for its own purposes in Afghanistan and 
for Pakistan interests more broadly. It was the scale of these flows of money and 
materiel, and the operational space they afforded, which were to transform the ISI. 
 
By 1984, three years after serious money began to flow from Washington, the US was 
supporting the Afghan rebels with at least $200 million dollars annually, almost all of 
it handed over to the ISI. Moreover, this figure was matched by Saudi funding also 
channelled directly to the ISI through the General Intelligence Department [GID], the 
external intelligence arm of Saudi Arabia. These immense funds were in turn 
supplemented by money raised by the ISI from drug and arms smuggling and crime.  
Neither the CIA nor the GID had clear and tight oversight of what the ISI [and by 
extension the Pakistan military government] was doing with the money or the arms. It 
has since become clear that the ISI siphoned off hundreds of millions of dollars for its 
own purposes as well as millions of small arms8.  
 

                                                 
6 For a good overview and for an exposition of  the “blowback” thesis see: John Cooley, Unholy War: 
America, Afghanistan and International Terrorism, (London/Sterling: Virginia Press 2000).  
7 Steve Coll, Ghost Wars: The Secret History of the CIA, Afghanistan and Bin Laden, From the Soviet 
Invasion to September 10, (London; Penguin Books, 2005) pp 63-64.  
8 One source indicates that the ISI built up a store of at least three million small arms during this 
period. See: Peter Chalk, ‘Light Arms Trading in South East Asia’, Janes Intelligence Review, 1 March 
2001, available at http://www.rand.org/commentary/030101JIR.html  

 4

http://www.rand.org/commentary/030101JIR.html


Equally importantly the ISI was free to use the money and materiel to pursue 
Pakistan’s distinct objectives in Afghanistan. For Islamabad a stable and friendly 
Afghanistan has always been a central plank of Pakistan’s security, and its obverse – 
an unstable or, worse, pro-Indian Afghanistan - one of its key fears9. Policy from the 
outset was thus centred on engineering the dominance and success of pro-Pakistan 
forces in Afghanistan in anticipation of the withdrawal of the Soviet army and the fall 
of the communist Afghan government.  This meant a policy centred on Pashtun 
groups in Afghanistan, with which the Pakistan military government and ISI had 
strong and close links, but it also meant a focus on those Pashtun groups which were 
not sympathetic to ideas of  Pashtun unity and self-determination. Thus it was that the 
ISI began to organise amongst the millions of Afghan refugees fleeing into Pakistan 
and amongst the groups inside Afghanistan to ensure that pro-Pakistan groups, 
specifically those which shared Islamabad’s and Riyadh’s Sunni Islamism, were 
empowered relative to the panoply of Afghan tribal groups united temporarily against 
the Soviet Union. 
 
To further support the war the ISI created a string of training camps and deeni 
madaris [religious schools] along the Afghan-Pakistan border, many with Saudi 
funding, to turn out religiously motivated students, in what later became characterised 
as an “assembly line of gun-fodder” for the mujahidin10.  The students, in the resonant 
words of one informed author, were “crafted for one function alone – to kill the 
infidel communists or die trying and to view either outcome as the ultimate 
victory”11. Moreover, to ensure a sustained throughput of students the ISI came up 
with idea of reaching out to radical Muslims across the Islamic world and inviting 
them to come for training, paid for largely by the Saudis and CIA, in the Madaris and 
training camps of Pakistan. This is the moment at which Pakistan began to promote 
the idea of pan-Islamic jihad for its own geostrategic in 12terests .  

                                                

 
Thousands of young men from across the Islamic world, and from Muslim 
communities in the non-Islamic world, made their way through the camps. As is now 
well known these men were to be an important element in the emergence of Al-
Qaeda13 and of the Taliban14 in the 1990s, both of which therefore were from their 
inception tied deeply to the ISI. They were also to become part of the fabric from 

 
9 An extremely helpful backgrounder is: Robert G. Wirsing, Pakistan’s Security Under Zia 1977-88: 
The Policy Imperatives of a Peripheral Asian State, (New York; St Martin’s Press, 1991).  
10 George Crile, Charlie Wilson’s War: The Extraordinary Story of the Largest Covert Operation in 
History, (New York; Grove/Atlantic Monthly 2003) pp 491-492. 
11 Abbas, (note 14)  p 114.  
12 Ahmed Rashid, Taliban: Militant Islam, Oil, and Fundamentalism in Central Asia, (New Haven; 
Yale University Press 2000) pp 129-130.  
13 Two of the best studies of Al-Qaeda remain, Peter Bergen, Holy War Inc: Inside the Secret World of 
Osama Bin Laden, (New Haven; Phoenix Press 2002), and Jason Burke, Al-Qaeda: The True Story of 
Radical Islam, (London; Penguin Press 2004).  
14 Peter Marsden, The Taliban: War, Religion and the New Order in Afghanistan,(London;  Zed Books, 
1998). 
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which was woven the global jihad from Algeria15 and Bosnia16 to Chechnya17 and the 
UK18. 
 
By the end of the 1980s the ISI’s policy of promoting Islamist clients in Afghanistan 
and the flow of Saudi and Arab money to Islamist factions, had “effectively 
eliminated all the secular, leftist and royalist political parties that had formed when 
Afghan refugees fled communist rule”19.  Afghanistan was subsequently plunged into 
civil war as the Soviet client regime of Najibullah clung to power in the context of 
rising internecine conflict between mujahidin and warlord factions. Most perniciously 
the United States scaled down its involvement in the region leaving Pakistan and the 
ISI to handle the conflict and instability in Afghanistan with an all but free hand. 
 
The Turbulence of the 1990s 
 The death of Pakistan’s President-General Zia ul-Haq  in a mysterious plane crash on 
17th August 198820 led to a resumption of civilian rule in Pakistan under first Benazir 
Bhutto [Prime Minister 1988-90 and 1993-96] and then Nawaz Sharif [ Prime 
Minister 1990-93 and 1997-1999].  Bhutto had been subject to ISI intimidation for 
years. The ISI worked assiduously against the PPP she had taken over from her father 
and murdered her brother Shah Nawaz Bhutto in 1985 in an attempt to dissuade her 
from returning to Pakistan to contest elections 21.  The ISI is also strongly suspected to 
have had a role in the murder of a second brother Murtaza Bhutto in 199622.  
 
 
This then was the turbulent political background against which the ISI engineered two 
overlapping – and deeply interlinked – Islamist projects: the one an attempt to finally 
wrest the disputed territory of Jammu and Kashmir from India, the other to orchestrate 
the rise to power in Afghanistan of a pro-Pakistani Pashtun Islamist student-led 
movement, the Taliban. 
 

                                                 
15 Antoine Sfeir, Al Qaida Menace La France,  (Paris; La Cherche-Midi 2007).  
16 John Schindler, Unholy Terror: Bosnia, Al Qaeda and the Rise of Global Jihad, (London; 
Motorbooks International 2007). 
17 James Hughes, Chechnya: From Nationalism to Jihad, (Philapdelphia; University of Pennsylvania 
Press 2007).   
18 Sean O’Neil and Daniel McGrory, The Suicide Factory: Abu Hamza and the Finsbury Park Mosque, 
(London; Harper Perennial 2006).  
19  Coll,(note 16), p165.  
20 Perhaps the best analysis of the crash, characterised as an assassination by some authors, is by Abbas 
(note 14)  pp 124 -132.  
21 Witchell, (note 4)  pp 380-381.  
22 The role of the ISI in this murder is asserted by some, but disputed by others. According to a 1997  
US State Department Report, Murtaza Bhutto was shot dead by Karachi police in September 1996 and 
Benzir Bhutto’s husband Asif Ali Zardari was subsequently charged with the murder. Several sources, 
however accuse the ISI and/or the IB of complicity with police officers and with a subsequent 
campaign to blame Zadari. It is worth noting that in his shake up of the intelligence services in 1998, 
Nawaz Sharif had a number of ISI and IB figures arrested or dismissed for alleged involvement in the 
murder.  See: US Department of State, ‘Pakistan Country Report on Human Rights Practices for 1996’, 
(1997), available at: www.state.gov/www/global/human_rights/1996_hrp_report/pakistan.html , 
V.Sood, ‘The Agency that Runs Pakistan’, Kashmiri Herald, (2007) available at: 
http://kashmirherald.com/main.php?t=OP&=D&no=179 , M. Ahmed, ‘Murtaza Bhutto Murder Trial’, 
The Daily Time, (23 December 2005) p 1, and B. Raman, ‘A Revamp of Pakistan’s Intelligence 
Community is Underway’, SARPA 18, (December 1998) available at: 
http://www.subcontinent.com/sapra/research/nationalsecurity/img_1998_12_18.html  
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From the late 1980s the ISI launched a much more assertive strategy to destabilise 
Jammu and Kashmir. The pertinent elements of this plan were four fold: (a) to divert 
arms and ammunition from the Afghan conflict – including many of those siphoned 
off during the Afghan War by the ISI – and use the weapons to empower favoured 
J&K separatist groups23; (b) to expand the number of Madaris and training camps 
inside Pakistan Administered Kashmir to boost the number of trained and 
indoctrinated fighters who could be infiltrated into Indian controlled territory; (c) to 
transit Afghan and international Muslim fighters from the Afghan conflict to the new 
pan-Islamist “Holy War” in Jammu and Kashmir, and (d) to create new militant 
organisations which could become the vehicles for ISI control of the separatist 
insurgency. The latter included Lashkar-e-Taiba [formed in 1990],  Harakat ul-Ansar 
[formed in 1993] and Jaish-e-Mohammed [formed in 1994].  All of these groups 
comprised majority proportions of non-Kashmiri fighters drawn from Afghanistan 
and Pakistan as well as Arabs and other Muslims radicals.   
 
The effect of these policies was to sharply escalate the violence in Indian 
Administered Kashmir throughout the 1990s, a spiral of violence reinforced by the 
repressive tactics of India’s counter-insurgency, which in total cost more than 50,000 
lives. Equally perniciously the non-Kashmiri fighters – strongly backed by Saudi 
money  - brought with them an extremist form of Wahhabi24 Islamism which 
displaced the historically tolerant Sufi-influenced “Kashmiriat” Islam of the region’s 
indigenous Muslim peoples.  
 
In Afghanistan, guided by Pakistan’s Interior Minister Naseerullah Babar and with the 
assent of Benazir Bhutto, the ISI began to funnel arms and ammunition to the Taliban, 
to provide the Taliban with access to huge weapons stores kept in Afghanistan after 
the Soviet war25, to provide intelligence and specialised training, and to expand the 
size of the Taliban with Afghan, Pakistani and foreign radical Muslims still transiting 
Pakistani and Afghan Madaris and training camps. Moreover the ISI promoted Mullah 
Mohammed Omar as the Taliban leader believing he was their man and would remain 
under their influence. Within two years, and with widespread Afghan support, the 
Taliban had risen to power defeating or displacing Afghanistan’s other tribal and 
warlord groups26.  
 
It is widely commented that the Taliban were empowered by the ISI but not created 
by them. In fact the ISI were very much the fathers and supportive parents of the 
Taliban, if not perhaps the mothers and midwives. It was the ISI from the late 1970s 
which, with Saudi money and in cooperation with Pakistani Islamist parties, had 
organised the building of  large numbers of Madaris and training camps around 

                                                 
23 It was important to both the ISI and CIA that these weapons not include traceable US hardware 
which could then expose Pakistan to claims of supporting the separatist violence and the US to charges 
of wittingly or unwittingly supporting terrorist violence.  
24 For an useful introduction see: Charles Allen, God’s Terrorists: The Wahhabi Cult and the Historical 
Roots of Modern Jihad, ( New York; Abacus Press 2007).  
25 The defining moment arguably was the Taliban taking over on 12th October 1994 the huge ISI 
weapons dump at Spin Boldak, originally earmarked for Hekmatyar. It is disputed whether this arms 
transfer was organised by the ISI or whether the Taliban made a payment to local Afghan commanders, 
but either way the symbolism was the same: a clear ISI shift from Hekmatyar to the Taliban. 
26 For excellent analyses of this rise see: Nematollah Nojumi, The Rise of the Taliban in Afghanistan, 
(Basingstoke; Palgrave Press 2002); and, William Maley, Fundamentalism Reborn? Afghanistan and 
the Taliban, (London; C.Hurst and Co 2001). 
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Peshawar, Quetta and Karachi, through which tens of thousands of Afghan and 
Pakistani students passed for the war in Afghanistan, including many displaced from 
Kandahar. It was here that the future Taliban militia were schooled in austere 
Deobandi/Wahhabi Islam, and it was through these Madaris and camps, with the 
support of the ISI, that the footsoldiers of the Taliban – Afghan and non-Afghan - 
continued to pour throughout the 1990s. As the Taliban took Kabul in 1996 Pakistan 
was the first and one of only three countries27 to offer diplomatic recognition to the 
new regime and the Taliban has continued to benefit from close ISI support, including 
military training, through all their excesses, through September 11th 2001, and up to 
the present time. 
 
The closeness of relations between the ISI and the Taliban, and the closeness of 
relations between the Taliban and Al-Qaeda necessarily raises the issue of the nature 
of relations between the ISI and Al-Qaeda. The link between the ISI and Osama Bin 
Laden goes back more than 25 years. The wealthy Saudi Bin Laden with strong links 
to the Saudi royal family and Saudi intelligence almost inevitably had good contacts 
with the ISI. Bin Laden had emerged as a significant, if marginal, foreign fighter for 
the ISI during the Afghan war, more because his wealth could be used deniably by the 
ISI than because of his military prowess on the battlefield. By most accounts Al-
Qaeda was formed sometime between May and August 1988 [with many of the 
foundational meetings taking place in Pakistan] as the Soviets began their withdrawal 
from Afghanistan, as a means of continuing the jihad against the global enemies of 
Islam28. It is clear at this time that Bin Laden enjoyed the protection of the ISI and 
that the ISI sought to co-opt Bin Laden for two projects: the overthrow of Najibullah 
in Kabul and the dismissal of Benazir Bhutto in Islamabad, both of whom were seen 
as the enemies of Islam by Bin Laden and by the ISI29.  Bin Laden’s absence from 
Afghanistan for the four years between 1992 and 1996 meant he had no direct role in 
the rise of the Taleban, and indeed was unfamiliar with them when he returned to 
Afghanistan in May 1996. It was the ISI that reportedly facilitated Bin Laden’s initial 
meetings with the Taleban which were successful enough to see him move to 
Kandahar as the winter of 1996 closed in30.  
 
Under the protection of the ISI and the Taliban Osama Bin Laden began to expand the 
activities of Al-Qaeda for global jihad. Focussed on its regional agenda – Kashmir, 
the support of the Taliban, and a growing determination to stake a strong hand in the 
oil-rich southern Caucus – the ISI colluded with Bin Laden to establish further 
training camps inside Afghanistan, and to facilitate the spread of Bin Laden’s 
influence in existing camps on both sides of the border, in order to host, indoctrinate 
and train foreign fighters who could reinforce Kashmiri separatist/terrorist groups like 
Lashkar-e-Taiba, support the Taliban, and promote a pro-Pakistan Islamist agenda 
from Chechnya, through Uzbekistan, to China.  
 
                                                 
27 The others, perhaps not surprisingly, were Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates.  
28 See: Wright, (note 21) pp 121-144; see also Rohan Guranatna, Inside Al-Qaeda: Global Network of 
Terror, (London;  C.Hurst and Co 2002).  
29 Coll, (note 16), pp 212. The ISI Director at this time, Lt General Hamid Gul, held deeply Islamist 
and profoundly anti-western views and was, and remains, an admirer of Bin Laden and the Taliban. 
Gul is contentedly on record as blaming the USA and Mossad for the 9/11 attacks. See amongst many 
examples: Malise Ruthven, A Fury for God (London: Granta Books 2002) p 211 and Rediff Interview 
with Hamid Gul, 12 February 2004, at http://www.rediff.com/news/2004/feb/12inter.htm  
30  Coll, (note 16), p 327.  
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The critical insight is that even after General Pervez Musharraf came to power by 
military coup in October 1999, the degree of overlap between the pan-Islamist agenda 
of Pakistan, exercised through its ISI, and Al-Qaeda was deep and extensive. Pakistan 
was the hub of a radiating network of Islamist groups and organisations which by 
2000 were asserting a pro-Pakistan agenda across the region taking in Afghanistan, 
the Southern Caucus, the west of China, Kashmir, and across South Asia in 
Bangladesh, Nepal, Sri Lanka and inside India itself, and which extended beyond the 
sub-continent to reach even North Africa 31.  
 
The ISI After 9/11 
For Pakistan and the ISI the consequences of the attacks of 9/11 were almost 
incalculable. Pakistan was co-opted by the United States as a necessary if uncertain 
partner32 for the “War on Terrorism” and as an indispensable forward base for the 
overthrow of the Taliban which – once the Taliban refused to hand the Al-Qaeda 
leadership over – became a sine qua none for the destruction of Al-Qaeda. The 
military government of Pervez Musharraf was given no choice other than to assist the 
United States and was offered lavish rewards of aid, debt write-off and the lifting of 
the Pressler sanctions and the additional sanctions imposed after the Pakistan nuclear 
weapons tests in 199833. In almost all other respects the consequences of the 9/11 
attacks have been catastrophic for Pakistan. 
 
The ISI and the Pakistan Army was asked to hunt down Al-Qaeda operatives in 
Pakistan and help hunt them down in Afghanistan. The way the ISI has responded has 
been shaped by two sets of tensions: the first the tensions between the need for 
Musharraf to demonstrate fidelity to the US in the pursuit of Al-Qaeda and 
Musharraf’s sensitivity to the widespread support for Al-Qaeda and the Taliban across 
Pakistan, a support evinced by a large proportion of the people34, by Islamist political 
parties35, and by elements within Pakistan’s Army and ISI.  The second the tensions 
between US objectives in relation to Al-Qaeda and in terms of the region more 
broadly, and Pakistan’s objectives in the region as a whole. These tensions explain the 
ambiguity of the ISI actions since 9/11. 
 
Notwithstanding these complexities there is no question that the ISI was essential to 
the US and the West in the early phase of the War on Terrorism. The ISI helped the 
US to arrest many hundreds of suspected Al-Qaeda and Taliban members, amongst 
them many leading Al-Qaeda figures. These included Abu Zubaydah [captured 28th 
March 2002 in Faisalabad], Khlaid Sheikh Mohammed [captured 1 March 2003 in 
                                                 
31 For an expert development of these ideas see: Mariam Abou Zahab and Olivier Roy, Reseaux 
Islamiques: La Connexion Afghano-Pakistanaise, (Paris; Hachette 2002). On North Africa, the ISI, at 
least under General Javid Nasir [ISI DG 1991-1993], provided support to Islamist radical movements 
as far afield as Algeria, Tunisia and Egypt. See Maleeha Lodhi, ‘The ISI’s New Face’, Newsline (May 
1993). 
32 See: C.Christine Fair: ‘Pakistan: An Uncertain Partner in the Fight Against Terrorism’, Chapter 2, 
The Counterterror Coalitions: Co-operation with Pakistan and India, (Santa Monica; Rand Report 
2004).  
33 For example US economic aid to Pakistan jumped from $91 million in 2001 to $974 million in 2002. 
See: Bessma Momani, ‘The IMF, the US War on Terrorism and Pakistan’, Asian Affairs, Vol 31(1), 
(Spring 2004) p 45.  
34 See for example the data for Pakistan from the Pew Global Attitudes Surveys available from: 
http://pewglobal.org/reports/display.php?ReportID=248 
35 Zahid Hussain, ‘The War Within’, Newsline, 1 April 2003, available at 
http://www.newsline.com.pk/NewsApr2003/cover1apr2003.htm  
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Rawalpindi], Ahmed Ghailani [captured 26 May 2004 in Gujerat], Amjad Farooqi 
[killed 26th September 2004 in Nawabshah] and Abu Faraj Al-Libbi [captured 2 May 
2005 at Mardan near Peshawar]36. The case of Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, the alleged 
mastermind of the 9/11 attacks in particularly instructive.  Sheikh Mohammed was 
tipped off and narrowly escaped arrest in Karachi in September 2002 and was finally 
arrested in Rawalpindi, the garrison headquarters town of the Pakistan military. He 
was captured in the “safe house” of a serving military officer with close family links 
to the Islamist political party Jamaat-I-Islami, part of the MMA coalition that was in 
political partnership with the Musharraf government until late 2007 having previously 
been kept, moved and protected by a network of Pakistan military officers linked only 
by their Islamist beliefs37. 
 
The ISI has also been of some help to the West in unravelling some of the details of 
international terrorist operations or in helping foil international terrorist operations, a 
large number of which have had their roots in Pakistan38. Of particular importance in 
this respect have been the investigations into the 9/11 attacks, and into the 7/7 London 
bombings39, and the ISI’s role in foiling the alleged summer 2006 plot to 
simultaneously blow up airliners leaving London Heathrow for the United States40 
 
Law enforcement and intelligence service critics in the US and UK however point to 
systematic problems with the ISI’s role in these operations, in particular that: 
 

• the ISI tends to act on US and/or UK intelligence but not to be proactive in 
bringing its own intelligence to the West41; 

• the ISI is unhelpful in relation to specific investigations – most notably of 
7/742  and 21/743 – where the trail in Pakistan seems to have gone cold; 

                                                 
36 There are many interesting features of these arrests, including that most of them have been in 
Pakistan’s cities rather than in the wild tribal areas and  that many of those arrested have been found in 
“safe houses” linked to Islamist political parties or  Kashmiri terrorist groups such as Jaish-e-
Mohammed.  
37 Ron Suskind, The One Percent Doctrine, (New York;  Simon and Schuster,  2006) pp 155-157 and 
204-206 and Ahmed Rashid, ‘Pakistani Army Officers Arrested in Terror Swoop’,  The Daily 
Telegraph, (1 September 2003).  
38 Bronwen Maddox, ‘How the Road to Terror Leads Back to Pakistan’, The London Times, (11 
August 2006) p 13.  
39 House of Commons , Report of the Official Account of Bombing in London on 7th July 2005.,  
(London: The Stationery Office, 2006), and  ISC (Intelligence and Security Committee)  Report into 
the London Terrorist Attacks on 7 July 2005 (London: The Stationery Office, 2005). For an excellent 
analysis of the Pakistan connection to terrorism in the UK see: Julian Richards, ‘Contemporary 
Terrorist Threats in the UK: The Pakistan Dimension’, Journal of Policing, Intelligence and Counter-
Terrorism, Vol 2(1), (Spring 2007).  
40 Several of the alleged plotters made recent visits and reportedly received money wired from Pakistan 
see:  CNN, ‘Terror Plot Leaves UK on Highest Level of Alert, (11 August 2006) at 
http://www.cnn.com/2006/WORLD/europe/08/11/terror.plot/index.html  
41 Almost all of the leading Al-Qaeda figures captured or killed in Pakistan were located by US or 
Western intelligence, rather than by the ISI. Indeed Pakistan’s formulation that they “will act on 
actionable intelligence” neatly passes the onus to the US and the West to initiate operations against Al-
Qaeda.  
42 This may appear to contradict the statement in the previous paragraph, however it does not. The ISI 
has been helpful in providing some information around the 7/7 investigations as is clearly documented 
in the UK Parliament’s reports. However it is also the case that with respect to many lines of inquiry – 
particularly where these relate to sensitive issues for Pakistan, such as terrorist training camps  – the ISI 
has hindered the UK’s investigations.  
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• the ISI has restricted or denied the US/UK access to many alleged terrorists as 
well as to many of its own operatives and assets44; 

• the ISI manipulates intelligence for its own internal and geopolitical reasons, 
and misdirects US and UK intelligence services45. 

 
The crucial point is not that the ISI is aiding Al-Qaeda directly – though some of its 
operatives may be46 – but rather that Pakistan’s geopolitical interests, and in particular 
the ISI’s promotion of pan-Islamist jihad makes it an unreliable ally for the West and 
plays into Al-Qaeda’s hands.  
 
In addition the ISI’s support for Sunni Islamism in Pakistan adds another layer of 
complexity to the West’s problems in Pakistan. Despite his moderate credentials 
Musharraf has eschewed the more Western-orientated political parties of the PPP and 
PML-N. Instead, as Islamist forces in Pakistan rose in the wake of 9/1147, Musharraf 
made common cause with a group of Islamist parties48 under the banner of the MMA 
[Muttadida Majlis-e-Amal] to sustain his position in power49. As a result the ISI has 
been working assiduously to support the MMA and undermine pro-Western non-
Islamist political parties in Pakistan and those working to restore democracy and the 
rule of law from outside50. One consequence of this has been the rise to power by the 
MMA in the North West Frontier Province [NWFP] and in Balochistan, Pakistan’s 
two most volatile and lawless provinces and each a base for the Taliban51.   
 
In addition, the ISI have taken the opportunity provided by the CIA’s bounty52 on 
suspected Al-Qaeda and other terrorist group members to arrest, torture, and in dozens  
of cases, “disappear” domestic enemies of the regime53.  In sum the ISI continues to 
                                                                                                                                            
43 This was the plot two weeks after 7/7 to allegedly blow up four more suicide bombs on London’s 
transport network.  The alleged leader of the plot, Muktar Said-Ibrahim, allegedly began the plot after 
returning from a four-month trip to Pakistan in March 2005. He was thus in Pakistan at the same time 
as two of the suicide bombers who undertook the 7/7 bombings. See: ‘21/7: The Trial’, The London 
Times, (16 January 2007), at:  http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/incomingFeeds/article1293339.ece  
44 The clearest example of this is Pakistan’s refusal to extradite Omar Saeed Sheikh. See: Christina 
Lamb, ‘Just Whose Side is Pakistan Really On?’, Sunday Times, (13 August 2006), available at: 
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/uk/article607597.ece See also: Tom Regan. ‘Report: US 
Rendition Threat Forced Britain to Act on Airport Terror Plot’, Christian Science Monitor, (2 October 
2006). See also Musharraf’s rebuttal: ‘West Will Fail Without Pakistan’, (30 September 2006), BBC 
World News, at http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/south_asia/5394278.stm  
45 For a critical view of Pakistan’s role in the War on Terrorism see: T.G. Carpenter, Take the War on 
Terrorism to Pakistan, CATO Institute Paper, (28 March 2002).  
46 A very helpful study is C.Christine Fair, ‘Militant Recruitment in Pakistan’,  Studies in Conflict and 
Terrorism, Vol 27(6), (November/December 2004).  
47 International Crisis Group, Unfulfilled Promises: Pakistan’s Failure to Tackle Extremism, ICG 
Report No 73, (16 January 2004).  
48 Including Jamaat-I-Islami and the even more radical Deobandi-influenced Jamaat-Ulema-e-Islam. 
49 For a discussion of the ISI’s role in the political fortunes of the MMA see: B.F. Fitzgerald, ‘A New 
Deal for Pakistan?’, Terrorism Monitor, Vol 2(3), (February 2004).  
50 ‘Opposition Parties agree on Anti-Musharraf Alliance’, The Daily Times [Pakistan], (5 September 
2005).  
51 An extremely helpful study is:  Hussain Haqqani, Pakistan: Between the Mosque and the Military, 
(Washington; Carnegie Endowment for International Peace 2003).   
52 Tom Burgis, ‘US Fuels Pakistan Bounty Market’, Financial Times, (28 September 2006), available 
at http://www.ft.com/cms/s/bbd820b2-4f3a-11db-b600-0000779e2340.html  
53 See Amnesty International,’“Pakistan: Growing Anger at Continuing Enforced Disappearances’, 
available at: http://news.amnesty.org/index/ENGASA330522006  and ‘BBC in Missing Pakistani 
Debate’, BBC New Online, at http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/south_asia/5142700.stm  An important 
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work systematically for the exclusion of pro-Western political parties, the 
intimidation and elimination of political rivals and those struggling to build civil 
society, and in support of alliances with Sunni Islamist groups. This has shifted the 
centre of gravity in Pakistan’s polity in the direction of the Islamists, a point made the 
more grave by a growing concern that these forces may now be slipping out of the 
control of the ISI54 and the Pakistan government55. 
 
Conclusion 
As ISI successes against Al-Qaeda have declined since 2002/3 and the hunt for the 
Al-Qaeda leadership has petered out, and as the number of Al-Qaeda directed or aided 
operations emanating from Pakistan continues to rise56, the ambiguous role of the ISI 
in the War on Terrorism has become a mounting problem from the West. So too has 
the role of the ISI in subverting democracy and civil society in Pakistan, as this denies 
the people of Pakistan a legitimate outlet for their grievances, stifles the development 
of democracy, and leaves much of the political space open to colonisation by 
Islamists. Reflecting these major setbacks for the war on terrorism a western rethink 
of its intelligence strategy in Pakistan is now urgently overdue.  
 
 
 
 

 
resource which has collated information and media reportage on these disappearances can be found at 
http://icssa.org/isi_victims.php?pg=1  
54 Despite its enormous influence the ISI has had many intelligence failures, not least in the 1965 and 
1971 wars. Its greatest mistake and failure, however, may yet prove to be the promotion of Islamism, 
internally and regionally and the unleashing of forces it can no longer control. 
55 For a superb analysis of this risk see: Zahid Hussain, Frontline Pakistan: The Struggle With Militant 
Islam, (New York; Columbia University Press 2007). For prescient earlier analysis see Brahma 
Chellaney, ‘Fighting Terrorism in South Asia’, International Security, Vol 26(3) (Winter 2001/2, pp 
94-116, Anatol Lieven, ‘Preserving Pakistan’, Foreign Affairs, ( January/February 2002) pp 107-118 
and William Maley, ‘The War Against Terrorism in South Asia’, Contemporary South Asia, Vol 12(2), 
(June 2003)  particularly pp 207-208.  
56 As the DG of MI5 Dame Eliza Manningham Buller noted in relation to UK Islamic terrorist 
incidents,  “plots often have links back to Al-Qaida [sic] in Pakistan and through those links Al-Qaida 
gives guidance and training to its largely British foot soldiers here on an extensive and growing 
[emphasis added] scale. For text see MI5’s website at http://www.mi5.gov.uk/output/Page568.html  

http://icssa.org/isi_victims.php?pg=1
http://www.mi5.gov.uk/output/Page568.html
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