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The Landlord, the Mollah and the Military: 

the Education Issue in Pakistan 
 

Frederic Grare1 
 
9/11, more than any other consideration, has convinced the western world in general, 
and the US in particular of the need to consider education in Pakistan as a security 
problem. The well advertised 9/11 Commission Report in particular, has identified the 
issue as relevant for US interests in South Asia and recommended “a long term US 
commitment to the future of Pakistan” and stated that the US should support Pakistan 
in its struggle against terrorism “with a comprehensive effort that extends… to 
support for better education”.2  However, the 9/11 Commission added a condition 
which read “so long as Pakistan’s leaders remain willing to make difficult choice of 
their own”.3  This recommendation, whose substance was largely accepted by the 
international community, has since translated into budgetary priorities. The current 
commitment of the international community is US$ 1.44 billion, spread over a period 
of seven years, the US being the largest donor with a grant of US$ 100 million.  
 
The condition however seems to have been forgotten in the process. Not only is the 
madrasas network not better controlled than it was before 9/11, but the 
“comprehensive effort” so far has been the one of the international community, not 
Pakistan. True, the education budget has increased, reaching 2.70 percent of GDP. 
Yet, this is far from the 4% promised by President Musharraf, and insufficient, in any, 
case to match the educational needs of a rising population. At the same time, the 
defense budget remains untouched. Even the 8 October devastating earthquake was 
not sufficient to convince the Pakistani authorities to reallocate part of it to the 
reconstruction effort.     
 
What is at stake of course is the Pakistani capacity to develop as a moderate and 
democratic state. Given the current rate of population growth, well above 2%, 
Pakistan will add an additional 100 million people to its current population, the vast 
majority of which being under 18 years of age, in the next 25 years. Should the 
education system prove unable to adjust to this situation, these young people may well 
become easy prey for radical organizations.    
  
The debate concentrates so far on the religious seminaries, the madrasas, and their 
role in spreading religious intolerance as well as sectarian and jihadi cultures. This is 
however, taking the consequence for the cause which is the complete failure of the 
public education system which not only is unable to provide the Pakistani youth with 
a proper education but is, at least, as effective an instrument of propaganda and 
political conditioning as the madrasas. 
 

                                                 
1 The views expressed are entirely those of Frederic Grare and should not be construed as reflecting the 
views of the PSRU, Department of Peace Studies or the University of Bradford   
2 The 9/11 Commission Report : Final Report of the National Commission on Terrorist Attacks Upon 
the United States, Official Governement Edition, p. 369 
3 Ibid. 
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No reform of the education system will perform its objective unless it insists on a 
complete change of curriculum and increasing the quality of literacy. Curriculum 
change should be a pre-condition for any international support. But the government of 
Pakistan should also be made to bear a greater share of the country education 
development expenditure. Not a single dollar or euros should be spent by the 
international community without a substantial financial and human resource 
involvement of the Pakistani authorities. Emphasis should also be put on capacity 
building rather than substitution. Finally no public money should be spent on the 
madrasas. The idea that one could and should finance the modernization of the 
madrasas so as to make them a vector of quality education is an illusion which will 
bring no modernization but will just make them more attractive, further spreading 
religious intolerance. 
  
 
The state of education in Pakistan: The failure of the public system 
 
The situation of education in Pakistan is alarming. According to UNESCO statistics 
the overall percentage of literate people in the age category 15-24 is 53.9. However, 
this figure hides large gender and provincial disparities. UNESCO statistics establish 
the percentage of literate women in the same category of age at 42.0 against 65% for 
men.4 Moreover, the literacy rate varies from province to province; Punjab being the 
most educated while Baluchistan, with 24.8% according to the 1998 census, lags 
miserably behind all other provinces. A survey conducted there in 2001 established 
the women literacy rate at 3% in some districts.       
 
Even the definition of literacy leading to these figures is controversial. A number of 
people considered literate can decipher a text but not truly understand it. This may 
incidentally jeopardize some of the best intentioned measures the Musharraf 
government intends to implement in the month and years to come. Developing a 
strong technical education sector for example, will be difficult in the absence of a 
critical mass of literate students. In other words, not only is the system not meeting 
the present requirements of the Pakistani economy but it is also increasingly unable to 
adapt to changing circumstances created by a new international economic 
environment. 
 
The causes of this situation are well known: decades of wrong policies, starting with 
Bhutto nationalization of the private schools sector, followed by Zia-ul-Haq 
islamization policies and too little attention paid to social and economic development 
by following civilian governments have resulted in a constant underinvestment in the 
education sector. Between 1997 and 2002, national actual expenditures on education 
as a percentage of GDP have remained at about 1.7., making for example Pakistan’s 
primary education system one of the least effective in the world.  
 
Surprisingly however, even low budgets are not fully spent, for which weak 
implementation capacity, in particular administrative capacity, is to be blamed: The 
proportion currently runs from about 80% in Baluchistan to 90% in Punjab. The 
quality of education is also adversely affected by poorly trained teachers and endemic 

                                                 
4 UNESCO Institute for Statistics 
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absenteeism, especially in rural areas where, very often, government schools are non-
functional or simply non existent.  
 
The result of this has been the development of a multiple speed educational system. 
The mediocrity of the public education system has generated three parallel systems, 
each of which follows its own curriculum, teaching methods and examination 
processes. Besides state run schools, religious seminaries and private schools have 
been developing rapidly over the past two decades. It goes without saying that the 
army has developed its owns school network, which benefit exclusively the children 
of the military. The private schools category includes a number of extremely diverse 
institutions, from poor to extremely rich depending of the economic background of 
their recruitment, but it is usually admitted that they do provide quality education to 
the upper end of the society. Madrasas, which offer not only religious education, but 
also food and accommodation, are particularly attractive to poor parents. If they are 
often presented as problematic from a security perspective, their seemingly 
exponential development, (although there are no reliable data about their actual 
number they are said to contribute to the literacy of about one third of Pakistani 
children) is the direct result of the failure of the public education system.  
 
 
Madrasas do not have the monopoly of spreading religious intolerance 
 
Madrasas are obviously the core of the debate. They are both suspected of links with 
terrorist organizations and accused of spreading religious intolerance. The question 
remains open however, as to whether they are really one of the root causes of 
Pakistan’s problem with regard to terrorism, or merely a scapegoat?  
 
According to the International Crisis Group, only 10 to 15% of the madrasas are 
actually involved in terrorist activities.5 The vast majority of them neither conducts 
military training nor provides arms to students, and is simply constituted of traditional 
religious schools. Moreover, jihadi madrasas are essentially an intelligence and police 
issue.  
 
However, madrasas have undoubtedly contributed to the sectarian phenomenon, using 
their teaching and propaganda to create an atmosphere of hatred conducive to the 
polarization and radicalization of some of the most fragile segments of society. 
Historically, sectarian violence finds its roots in madrasas. Their massive expansion in 
the late 1970s and early 1980s is a direct result of the regional political turbulences, 
starting with the Islamic revolution in Iran. The violently anti-Shia characteristisc of 
Deobandi and Ahle-Hadith madrasas brought them the largesses of the Zia regime, 
afraid by a new Shia assertiveness, but also funds from Saudi Arabia and Iraq. 
Similarly, Shia madrasas were provided with Iranian litterature, funds and 
networking. Regional conflicts thus exacerbated initial theological differences; 
violence was fuelled, not generated by the Afghan jihad. It is no coincidence if all 
sectarian parties banned by the Musharraf government in January 2002, including the 
Sipah-e-Sahaba Pakistan (SSP), Jaish-e-Mohammad (JM), Lashkar-e-Jhangvi, Tehrik 

                                                 
5 Pakistan:Madrasas, Extremism and the Military, ICG Asia Report No 36, Islamabad/Brussels, July 
2002, p.2. 
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Nifaz-e-Shariah Mohammedi (TNSM), and Sipah-e-Mohammed, originated in jihadi 
madrasas.   
 
But madrasas are not an “accident” of Pakistan turbulent history. They have served 
and continue to serve a number of purposes for the regime: a tool in domestic politics 
and a support for the country’s regional policy, in particular Afghanistan and 
Kashmir. Madrasas contribute to the process by mobilising public opinion, producing 
propaganda literature, recruiting and eventually training the jihadi. The ideological 
training in the same schools of both sectarian and jihadi extremists created the basis 
for the subsequent evolution of sectarian violence. Ultimately, they also serve as a foil 
for the regime and constitute a refined educational version of the Islamic threat, 
justifying the government unwillingness to fulfill its constitutional duty to provide 
education for all and its demand for international support. 
 
This claim would be slightly more credible if the public education system was devoid 
of all these defaults. Unfortunately it hardly fares better on the question of religious 
tolerance. The public education system has nothing to envy madrasas in terms of 
propagation of religious intolerance. A recent report from Pakistani scholars was 
stating that “madrasas are not the only institutions breeding hate, intolerance, a 
distorted worldview, etc. The educational material in the government run schools do 
much more than madrasas. The textbooks tell lies, create hatred inculcate militancy, 
and much more”. Distortions of the nature and significance of actual events in 
Pakistan history, insensitivity to the existing religious diversity of Pakistan, 
incitement to militancy and violence, glorification of war and the use of force, are just 
some of the problems that currently affect curricula and textbooks. They are not 
merely the result of a “laisser-faire” policy, the unfortunate result of the mediocrity of 
the system, but find their origin in instructions given to textbook authors by the 
Curriculum Wing of the Ministry of Education. They are a deliberate state policy 
aimed at encouraging religious chauvinism and glorifying militarism.  
 
 
Madrasas and public school as instruments of social and political control? 
 
Lack of funds can hardly be invoked as an explanation of the prevalent situation. 
Pakistan has not done badly on the economic scene over the last decades. Its per 
capita income tripled between 1950 and 1999 and, in purchasing power parity terms, 
was higher than a third of the world’s countries by 1999. Yet, despite a well educated 
and entrepreneurial Diaspora and professional elite within the country whose level is 
similar to those in the industrialized world, Pakistan systematically underperformed in 
education (as well as on most social and political indicators). According to a World 
Bank analysis published in 2001, “twenty-four percentage points of Pakistan’s 
population [was] illiterate than is normal for a country of its income level”.  
 
This indicates that the problem reflects first and foremost the structure of a society 
and the values of an oligarchy which sees no incentives in investing in human capital 
development. Pakistan appears stuck at the early stage of development, where land is 
abundant relative to physical capital, and ownership of the land is highly 
concentrated. This explains, for example, the development and strength of madrasas 
in South Punjab, where the landlords opposed establishing government schools for the 
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rural poor. Again, this primarily implies that madrasas are merely a symptom rather 
than the cause of the discrepancies of the system. 
  
In turn, this affects any further development of the Pakistani economy. The teaching, 
which consists essentially in the reading, memorization and recitation of holy texts, 
only increases the marginalization of individuals whose skills, developed over a 
period of 14 years, have absolutely no value on the labor market. These students have 
no choice but to become professors themselves in madrasas once they complete their 
curriculum. As the seminaries network cannot provide a job and a social position to 
all its graduates and  most students drop out of the system before the completion of 
their studies, it is a major provider of unemployment.  
 
The pedagogical approach also reinforces social roles. Whether in public schools or 
madrasas, teachers are encouraged to adopt the authoritarian attitude required for 
establishing the finality of their words and that of the textbooks, (a characteristic 
reinforced in madrasas by the divine nature of their content), while students are, at the 
same time, requested to be uncritical and submissive to authority, education being 
considered as nothing else but the memorization of certain facts and taboos.   
 
This also prevents the emergence of a revolutionary situation in Pakistan as the mode 
of teaching deprives the students of any ulterior possibility to create the theoretical 
and practical tools of an alternative society project. By doing so it prevents the 
evolution of society, notably the emergence of a strong middle class. Madrasas and 
the public education system as it exists today both reinforce the existing social order, 
at the expense of the development of the Pakistani economy and society.   
 
 
Policy implications 
 
In other words, the education problem in Pakistan is, ultimately, the consequence of 
the interests of three distinct social groups, the army, the landlord aristocracy and, 
consequently, although to a lesser extent and due to its relationship with the military, 
of the mollahs. Although each of these groups has a specific agenda, all concur in 
limiting the education offer to its minimum as more educated people would be likely 
to demand, not only more political power, but also a fair redistribution of income. 
This, more than any lack of funding, explains the constant underinvestment in 
education. This will also be the major obstacle to any policy aimed at developing 
universal education. 
 
There are however some hopes as the army is gradually realizing that a weak 
economy and poorly skilled masses are undermining its technological capabilities and 
its economy and therefore its effort to narrow the gap with India. As a matter of fact, 
there seems to be a growing awareness of the problem within the Pakistani 
establishment, but it translates only marginally into budgetary commitments. The 
share of education in percentage of the GDP in the 2004 budget, for example, has 
increased to 2.7%:6 Far from the 4%, which would bring Pakistan in par with other 
developing countries, and promised by the Pakistani President.  

                                                 
6 Financing of Education in the Public Sector, Policy and Planning Wing, Ministry of Education, 
Governement of Pakistan, Islamabad, July 2005. 
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Instead, Pakistan is once again asking the international community to bear the largest 
share of its education development expenditures. Out of the US$ 7.2 billion required 
by Pakistan’s commitments to Education for All, the International Community is 
requested to provide, US$ 4.0 more than half, as indicated in the National Plan of 
Action 2001-2015.   
 
Changing the perception and addressing the real issue  
 
Most Western policy regarding education in Pakistan are based on the assumption that 
the educational problem of Pakistan reflects first and foremost the divisions within the 
Pakistani society, opposing secular and modernist elites, both civilian and military, to 
religious pressure groups, most of them obscurantist. In this perception, the 
underinvestment in education is merely an accident of history, the unfortunate 
consequence of the army’s weight on the country’s budget, the same army being 
ultimately the best protection against the radical tendencies of a backward, religiously 
inclined society. Although some of these perceptions certainly contain an element of 
truth, all fail to recognize that the current state of education in Pakistan essentially 
serves a deliberate political project, which the current policies are only likely to 
reinforce if a number of steps are not taken and strictly implemented:  
 
First, it is essential to recognize that the incredible mediocrity of the educational 
system and the politicization of the youth, be it by the public schools or the madrasas, 
are only two parts of the same problem. All international support should therefore be 
conditioned to a prior de-politicization of education materialized by a complete 
revision of the syllabus and content of all text books used for instruction. This 
revision could, for example, be realized with the cooperation of relevant international 
bodies such as UNESCO or UNICEF. 
 
The registration of all educational institutions, madrasas included, should also be part 
of the same policy of conditionality. As suggested by Shahid Javed Burki, a former 
Finance Minister of Pakistan, a commission should be formed to issue certificates of 
registration to the teaching institutions indicating what kind of curriculum is being 
taught in addition to the core syllabus. No school should be allowed to hire teachers 
unless they have been appropriately certified by the commission, no matter what kind 
of curriculum it teaches. The commission should also grade schools according to their 
quality.7    

   
This same policy implies that no money be spent on the so-called modernization 
program of the madrasas for at least 3 reasons: 1) In a situation of insufficient 
allocation of resources to the public sector, this would only result in making the 
madrasas system more attractive than it already is and would increase the handicap of 
the former; 2) Modernizing the Madrasas would only increase their means to spread 
their ideological message and would therefore run opposite to the stated objective of 
de-politicization; 3) The potential success of a madrasas modernization program 
through the introduction of a secular syllabus would not necessarily lead to the 
moderation of the political discourse. The Jamaat-i-Islami, for example, one of the 
                                                 
7 Shahid Javed Burki, Educating the Pakistani Masses: The World Needs to Help, Prepared text of the 
testimony before the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations on the theme of “Combating terrorism 
through education: The Near East and South Asian experience” on April 19, 2005. 
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main constituent of the Mutahida Majlis-e Amal (MMA), an alliance of 6 Islamist 
political parties, has always advocated secular education besides religious education 
and at some point, had the largest number of PhD within its leadership. Yet it is also 
ideologically one of the most virulent Islamist party and perhaps the last truly 
revolutionary one in Pakistan. 
 
Second, in education as in other sectors the Pakistani government should be made to 
assume its responsibilities vis-à-vis its own population by, again, a policy of strict 
conditionality at every level. Not a single Dollar or Euro should be spent in Pakistan’s 
development without some substantial financial and human resources involvement of 
the government, both Federal and Provincial. This involvement should be measured 
not only by nominal budget increase but also by a control of the proper allocation of 
the funds. What is at stake here is not only corruption but the proper functioning of 
the mechanism by which the schools get their funds.   
 
Finally international support should concentrate on capacity building rather than on 
the day to day running of schools. Teachers’ training is of course central but 
developing a specific administrative capacity for education is also essential. In this 
regard, it is striking to see that there is a specific higher administration school for the 
civil servants for every sector of activity (including information) of the Pakistani 
government except for education.  
 
These measures may not be sufficient to radically alter the functioning of the 
education system of Pakistan in the short term and are not exclusive of other more 
technical ones.   However, they would certainly contribute to introduce a qualitative 
change in the system which would perhaps be resisted by the elites whose power any 
successful reforms will eventually erode. Political change could well be the mid and 
long term consequence of the latter. They too, however, could benefit from a process 
which will both require and condition economic growth. The 1998 Nobel Prize for 
economy, Amartya Sen, used to recall that no South East Asian economies had taken 
off economically without a prior and massive investment in primary and secondary 
education. So far however, despite recurrent announcements by successive 
governments, such an effort is still waiting in Pakistan. 
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