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The arrest of Brig. Gen. Ali Khan and the influence of Hizb-ut-

Tahrir in Pakistan 

 

Dr. Simon Ross Valentine
1
 

 
The arrest of Brig. Gen. Ali Khan, and four majors, on 6 May on charges of having links to 

Hizb-ul-Tahrir [HT] has caused an understandable media maelstrom of analysis and 

questioning. What does Khan‟s arrest tell us about the Pak government‟s policy towards 

extremism? How influential is HT in the Pak Armed forces, the Inter-Services Intelligence 

[ISI] (and the other intelligence service agencies in Pakistan, namely the Intelligence Bureau 

[IB] and the Military Intelligence [MI]), and in Pakistan society generally? Is HT a serious 

threat to Pakistan‟s security? Following a description of the nature and ideology of HT, the 

aim of this paper is to briefly discuss these and other questions raised by Khan‟s arrest. 

What is Hizb-ut-Tahrir? 

HT, the “Party of Liberation”, is a pan-Islamic Sunni political organization aiming at the re-

establishment of the Khilafah [the successor to the prophet Muhammad and ruler of the 

Muslim world], the imposition of Shariah and, as its website declares, the liberating of "the 

Muslim lands usurped by the Kuffar [non-believers] from the Muslims".
2
 It describes itself as 

“a political party with Islam as its ideology and the goal of resuming an Islamic way of life 

by establishing an Islamic state which will implement Islam and propagate it worldwide”.
3
 

Strongly anti-Semitic, anti-west, and homophobic, HT was founded by Taqi al-Din al-

Nabhani, an Islamic judge and lecturer, in Palestine in 1953. In his writings, particularly his 

books The System of Islam; The Islamic State, and Mafaheem, [the Concepts of Hizb-ut-

Tahrir], al-Nabhani argued that Muslims are weak because they are divided. He called for a 

united, re-vitalised ummah, and the establishment of nation states based, not on western 

political theories, but on Shariah. As such, the re-unification of the Muslim world is a prime 

HT objective. “Despite collectively possessing more land, sea, soldiers, material resources 

and able sons and daughters than any other nation on the earth”, declares one HT website, 

“the Muslims find themselves divided into over sixty states, with less ability and control over 

their affairs than nations that are so tiny they can hardly be seen on the world‟s map”.
4
  

 

Although HT vehemently denounces the use of violence in establishing the khalifat, much of 

its literature and rhetoric is threatening in tone. In an open letter published to the Pak armed 

forces in October 2010, HT called upon “sincere Islamic soldiers” to establish Khilafah in 

Pakistan.
5
 Reminding officers within the Pak military that they are “leading the largest and 

most capable Muslim armed forces in the world”, and how “the Muslim armed forces alone 

have the material strength to establish the Khilafah”, the letter called upon the Pak military to 

“move now to uproot Pakistan‟s traitor rulers . . . seize the traitor rulers and end their support 

                                                 
1 Dr S. R. Valentine is a free-lance writer and lecturer on Islam and Religious Studies. He has recently published (2008) Islam and the 

Ahmadiyya Jama’at, Hurst & Co., London, and “‟We are the Soldiers of Islam‟ Tehreek-i-Taliban Pakistan and the ideology of terror”, 

chap. In Butt & Elahi, Pakistan’s Quagmire, Continuum, 2010.  The views expressed here are personal and should not be construed as 
reflecting the views of the PSRU or the University of Bradford. Email contact archegos@btinternet.com .  
2See Hizb-ut-Tahrir, khliafah.com, http://www.unitedstatesaction.com/real/ht/HT.pdf, accessed 4/6/09. 

The Obligation of Jihad, book, part five, Official website of Hizb-ut-Tahrir, 27 September 2009, http://english.hizbuttahrir.org/5-179-22-the-
obligation-of-jihad-book---part-5.aspx, accessed 12/11/09. Hizb'ut Tahrir makes it clear that these lands include Andalus (Spain).  
3 See Hizb-ut-tahrir website, http://english.hizbuttahrir.org/index.php/about-us, accessed 12/8/09. 
4 HT leaflet referred to in “Caliphate, reunification of the Muslim world stressed”, Hizb-ut-Tahrir America, 25 June 2011, http://hizb-
america.org/culture/news-watch/1924-caliphate-reunification-of-muslim-world-stressed, accessed 26/6/11. 
5 Letter published 17 December 2010, see B. Raman, “Hizbut Tehrir Appeals To Pakistan Army To Act Against US And India”, Eurasia 

Review, News & Analysis, http://www.eurasiareview.com/hizbut-tehrir-appeals-to-pakistan-army-to-act-against-us-and-india-24062011/, 
accessed 24/6/11. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pakistani_intelligence_services
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intelligence_Bureau_(Pakistan)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Military_Intelligence_of_Pakistan
mailto:archegos@btinternet.com
http://hizb-america.org/culture/news-watch/1924-caliphate-reunification-of-muslim-world-stressed
http://hizb-america.org/culture/news-watch/1924-caliphate-reunification-of-muslim-world-stressed
http://www.eurasiareview.com/hizbut-tehrir-appeals-to-pakistan-army-to-act-against-us-and-india-24062011/
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of the Ummah’s enemies [the US]” just as “the successors of the noble Ansar, gave the 

Nussrah [material support] to Sayyedenah Muhammad for the establishment of the Islamic 

state in Madinah”.
6
 Threatening in tone the letter warns the Pak military how “those 

[Muslims] who ally with non-believers [the US] will be punished with the traitors at the 

hands of the Ummah when the Khilafah is established soon, Insha Allah. And know that 

Allah‟s punishment … is greater than any suffering in this life”. Referring to “the army of 

Fir’awn [i.e. Pharaoh, the evil hegemon]”, and how it was “punished along with the tyrant 

they obeyed”, the HT letter declares: “so it is time, dear brothers, it is time to rush to grant the 

Nussrah to Hizbut Tahrir for the establishment of the Khilafah. And may Allah… bring the 

day through you soon, when the mischief and falsehood of the criminals [and] traitors are 

obliterated by the truth of Islam”.
7
 

 

Following al-Nabhani‟s death in 1977 the influence of HT spread to numerous other 

countries under the leadership of Abdal-Qadim Zallum, leader of HT till 2003, and then 

under Ata Khalil Abu-Rashta, the present international leader. HT is a proscribed 

organisation in Pakistan, banned by former president Musharraf in 2004 on the grounds that a 

member of HT was alleged to have been involved in a plot on his life. According to Maajid 

Nawaz, one of the founders of the Quilliam Foundation and previously a senior member of 

HT, “the organization wanted to establish itself in Pakistan because it had just become the 

first Muslim country to test nuclear weapons in May 1998, and HT wanted to facilitate the 

acquisition of nuclear technology for the caliphate it hoped to establish”.
8
  Reliable sources 

claim that HT in 2008 was preparing for a “bloodless military coup” in that country, in order 

to indoctrinate the region by “military means,” if necessary.
9
 Members of the Hizb based in 

Lahore have openly stated that the group was prepared to bring the Islamic caliphate to 

power by “waging war”.
10

 In 2009, HT was banned in Bangladesh, allegedly for "trying to 

de-stabilise the country". The Home Secretary of Bangladesh, Abdus Sobhan Sikdar, said the 

government feared HT “posed a threat to peaceful life”.
11

 The Rawalpindi section of the 

Lahore High Court has been reviewing the ban on HT for almost three years but no decision 

has yet been reached. 

What does the arrest of Brig. Gen. Khan tell us about the Pak Army’s policy towards 

extremism?  

The official line presented by the Army concerning Khan‟s arrest is that it is part of an 

organized crack down against anyone, within all branches of the armed forces in Pakistan and 

in the ISI, holding militant views or belonging to militant groups.  As Major Gen Athar 

Abbas, a spokesperson for Inter-Service Public Relations (ISPR) stated shortly after Khan‟s 

detention: “Pakistani Army has a zero tolerance policy for anyone who is involved in illegal 

and unauthorized activities”.
12

   Many however are skeptical of such a claim seeing the “get 

tough policy” as “a mere PR job to boost morale and „window dress‟ in response to a 

continuing barrage of criticism, particularly from President Obama and the CIA accusing 

Pakistan of complacency, if not complicity”.
13

 The Pak military faces accusations of being 

too soft on terrorism, even allowing Haqqani fighters to operate within its borders. Recently, 

US vice admiral William McRaven, the officer in charge of the Abbottabad Bin Laden raid, 

                                                 
6 “Hizbut Tehrir Appeals To Pakistan Army To Act Against US And India”, Eurasia Review, News & Analysis, op.cit. 
7 “Hizbut Tehrir Appeals To Pakistan Army To Act Against US And India”, Eurasia Review, News & Analysis, ibid. 
8 Policy Watch, Special Forum report, M. Nawaz, “The way back from Islamism”, 16 July 2008.  
9 M. Nawaz, “The Way back from Islamism”, op.cit. 
10 M. Nawaz, ibid.. 
11 Bangladesh Islamist Group Banned”, MPACUK forum, http://forum.mpacuk.org/showthread.php?p=664070, accessed 23/10/09. 
12 Lahore Times, 21 June 2011, http://www.lhrtimes.com/pak-army-senior-officer-brig-ali-khan-detained-for-suspected-links-with-

militants.html, op.cit. 
13 Comment made by a former member of the ISI in an email exchange. 

http://ie.surfcanyon.com/search?f=sl&q=zero%20tolerance&partner=wtiieeui
http://www.lhrtimes.com/pak-army-senior-officer-brig-ali-khan-detained-for-suspected-links-with-militants.html
http://www.lhrtimes.com/pak-army-senior-officer-brig-ali-khan-detained-for-suspected-links-with-militants.html
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claimed that the Taliban supreme leader Mullah Omar is in Pakistan, and raised concerns 

about why the Pak army had not located him.
14

 Critics in neighbouring Afghanistan “accuse 

the Pakistan Government of protecting Taliban insurgents fighting US troops and the 

government in Afghanistan”.
15 Ali Shah, Afghan district governor at Bowri Tana near the 

Pakistan border, expressed the concerns of many when he recently stated to the Indian media 

that “Pakistan is just pretending when it says it will crack down on them”.
16

 As well as 

criticisms from America, and elsewhere, the Pak army appears to be losing public support 

within Pakistan itself. Even sections of the media, usually an ally of the military, has recently 

accused the Pak generals of being a “Kabza group”,
17

 virtual gangsters who have exploited 

Pakistan for years.
18

 The apparent failure of the ISI to know that Osama bin Ladin had been 

hiding at Abbottabad, a city of 300,000 people hosting three different Pak regiments and a 

unit of the Army Medical Corp, gave rise to criticisms of incompetence or that the ISI and 

Pak military had actually harboured the Al Qaeda leader. Similarly, the embarrassment 

caused by the ease in which militants carried out the Mehran naval base attack, Karachi, on 

22 May in which three aircraft were destroyed; 16 people including 10 soldiers were killed, 

and several foreigners were held hostage, gave rise to questions of ineptitude and the 

possibility of inside help for the militants involved.
19

 These facts, and the fact that it took 

more than 15 hours for the military to secure the Mehran base, raises concerns on how secure 

Pakistan‟s nuclear bases are if militants can strike military establishments with such ease.  

Within the context of these, and other disturbing events and criticisms, the Pak military 

needed a public show to restore confidence and morale. As such, the arrest of Brig. Gen. 

Khan, stationed at a desk job at GHQ in Rawalpindi and nearing retirement, could well be 

seen, not as part of a tougher policy on militancy, but quite simply as “a useful scapegoat to 

mollify US concerns”.
20

  

What support does HT have in the Armed Forces, ISI and in Pakistan generally? 

HT, in its aim of establishing the talia, the vanguard to bring about regime change and the 

rule of the Khilafat, focuses its attention on the educated middle classes, the intelligentsia, 

university lecturers, and high ranking army officers. As early as 2009 it was claimed that "HT 

has penetrated the Pakistani military and now have cells in the Army".
21

 It is interesting to 

note that HT is ambivalent in its comments about Khan‟s link with that group. HT‟s deputy 

spokesperson Imran Yusufzai remarked:  “As policy, we neither confirm nor deny such news. 

The Holy Prophet (SA) sought Nusrah (material power) and did not share details with the 

companions even. This is sacred work of global HT leadership and we continue to call people 

in power to give Nusrah to Hizb-ut-Tahrir for re-establishment of Khilafah”.
22

  Contacts 

within the Army, Air Force and the ISI share concerns on the growing sympathy for HT 

amongst officers of all ranks. In particular officers within the Armed Forces, similar to people 

within Pakistan generally, find a sympathetic resonance with HT‟s anti-Americanism, the 

                                                 
14 The Express Tribune & International Herald Tribune, 30 June 2011, http://tribune.com.pk/story/199348/pakistan-tells-us-to-leave-shamsi-

airbase/, accessed 30/6/11. 
15 “Taliban trained by ISI, protected by Pak Govt: Afghan governor”, daily India.com, 1  
July 2011,  

http://www.dailyindia.com/show/448454.php, accessed 1/7/11. 
16 “Taliban trained by ISI, protected by Pak Govt: Afghan governor”, daily India.com, op.cit. 
17 Kabzaa, a Bollywood film 1988, depicting gangland type groups and activities. The Hindi/Urdu implies those who take unlawful 

possession. 
18 The words of Asma Jahangir, see “The widening gulf”, Dawn.com, 4 June 2011, http://www.dawn.com/2011/06/04/the-widening-
gulf.html, accessed 10/6/11. 
19 “Troops end attack on Karachi naval air base”, BBC News, 23 May 2011, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-south-asia-13495127, 

accessed 24/5/11. 
20 Statement made by a former Commodore in the Pakistani Armed Forces, private email discussion. 
21 Hersch, Seymour M., "Defending the Arsenal," New Yorker, November 16, 2009, op.cit. 
22 “Caliphate, reunification of the Muslim world stressed”, Hizb-ut-Tahrir America, 25 June 2011, http://hizb-america.org/culture/news-
watch/1924-caliphate-reunification-of-muslim-world-stressed, op.cit. 

http://tribune.com.pk/story/199348/pakistan-tells-us-to-leave-shamsi-airbase/
http://tribune.com.pk/story/199348/pakistan-tells-us-to-leave-shamsi-airbase/
http://www.dailyindia.com/show/448454.php
http://www.dawn.com/2011/06/04/the-widening-gulf.html
http://www.dawn.com/2011/06/04/the-widening-gulf.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-south-asia-13495127
http://hizb-america.org/culture/news-watch/1924-caliphate-reunification-of-muslim-world-stressed
http://hizb-america.org/culture/news-watch/1924-caliphate-reunification-of-muslim-world-stressed
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claim that the Pakistan government is “selling out” to India over Kashmir, and the call for 

unity amongst fellow Muslims.  

 

The arrest of Ali Khan emphasizes amongst other things, not only the support HT seems to 

have within the military, but also the need for consistency by the Pak army and authorities in 

their policy towards HT specifically, and extremism generally. Although regularly reassuring 

the US with strident claims of fighting extremism, as one former commodore in the Pak 

Armed Forces remarked, “the tolerance manifested by the ISI and Pak government indicates 

clearly a strong ground swell of sympathy and support at all levels from grass roots to the top, 

not condemnation, of groups such as HuT”.
23

 Although HT is a proscribed group in Pakistan, 

surprisingly, it is allowed to openly propagate its ideas. Visitors to Lahore for example will 

regularly see HT activists distributing extremist literature in front of the Masjid-e-Shuhda on 

Mall Road, a short distance away from the Punjab Assembly, and the Lahore police 

headquarters. Equally surprising is the fact that HT‟s websites are not banned and closed by 

the National Responses Centre of the FIA. Such an inconsistency – a policy of tolerance, 

intolerance; banning and freedom - is manifested by the Pakistani authorities with other 

extremist groups as well as HT. To give but one example the extremist group Jamaat-ud-

Dawa [JuD] was unopposed in holding rallies supporting Osama bin Ladin, in particular it 

was allowed to hold rallies praising bin Ladin and condemning the US, following the death of 

the Al Qaeda leader in May. Despite proscription, HT activists have been able to regularly 

distribute their press releases and pictures of the group‟s events to virtually all major news 

organizations in Pakistan. 

Is HT a serious threat to Pakistan security? 

If Brig. Gen. Khan does have links with HT there seems to be growing evidence that he is 

merely one of many army personnel who sympathize with militant ideology. The reluctance 

of many ordinary foot soldiers to fight other Muslims in Waziristan, and the number of 

desertions by Pak soldiers fighting against militants in the FATA district, would seem to 

indicate a widespread sympathy with militant aims and ideology, and antipathy towards 

western interference in Pakistan. Hassan Abbas, in his book Pakistan's Drift into Extremism: 

Allah, the Army and America's War on Terror, emphasizes the alarming trend within the Pak 

military that includes Pakistani pilots refusing to bomb militant strongholds, and units 

surrendering to militant groups rather than fire on them.
24

 The Pak Institute for Peace Studies 

in October 2010 shared similar concerns at this continuing trend. Amongst other examples it 

cited the arrest of “two military officers and two civilians in January 2010 as members of 

HT” for “planning to attack Shamsi Airbase of Pakistan Air Force in Balochistan”.
25

 

Likewise, it was a matter of much concern to terrorism analysts to note that David Headley, 

alias Daood Gilani, and Tahawwur Rana, caught in the US for planning the 26/11 Mumbai 

attacks, were graduates of a Pakistani military school in Hasan Abdal.
26

 HT, and other 

extremist groups, feed on the prevalent anti-US feelings an animosity, if not hatred, 

accentuated by the killing of innocent civilians by US drone attacks in the NW frontier area, 

and American interference in internal Pakistan affairs.  The shooting of two Pakistanis by the 

C.I.A. contractor, Raymond Davis, in which Davis received no punishment on the payment of 

$1,000,000 to the relatives of the victims and by claiming diplomatic immunity, added 

                                                 
23 Private recorded telephone conversation. 
24 H. Abbas, Pakistan's Drift into Extremism: Allah, the Army, and America's War on Terror, London, M. E. Sharpe, 2005. 
25 M. A. Rana, Hizb-ut-Tahrir in Pakistan: Discourse and Impact, Pak Institute for Peace Studies, October 2010, 

http://www.humansecuritygateway.com/documents/SAN-PIPS-Hizbut-Tahrir-In-Pakistan.pdf, accessed 15/11/10. 
26 “Rana, Headley implicate Pak, ISI in Mumbai attack during ISI chief‟s visit to US”, The Times of India, 12 April 2011, 
http://articles.timesofindia.indiatimes.com/2011-04-12/us/29409412_1_rana-and-headley-isi-tahawwur-hussain-rana, accessed 14/4/11. 

http://www.humansecuritygateway.com/documents/SAN-PIPS-Hizbut-Tahrir-In-Pakistan.pdf
http://articles.timesofindia.indiatimes.com/2011-04-12/us/29409412_1_rana-and-headley-isi-tahawwur-hussain-rana
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greatly to anti-US feelings in Pakistan.
27

 Many Muslims, in Pakistan, aware of the decline of 

Islam and the ascendency of the west as indicating a lack of commitment to Allah by 

Muslims generally, regard the claims of HT, claims wrapped in an apparently non-violent 

rhetoric, as a plausible panacea for the problems faced by their faith. Groups such as HT feed 

upon such concerns. This is a worrying trend, especially in the light of the fact that Pakistan 

is a nuclear power. 

 

The arrest of Brig, Gen. Khan indicates, amongst other things, that HT has supporters even at 

the highest levels within the Pak army. However, although HT does have considerable 

support, and various aspects of its ideology appeals to large numbers of Pakistanis, in the 

author‟s opinion the Hizb does not have the strength to bring about the fitna, the chaos, the 

coup d‟état it desires. As Ahmed Rashid states: it is difficult for a group like the “Hizb, which 

is seen as an import from England, to come in the field and make room for itself” in 

Pakistan.
28

 Although many Muslims find its anti-US rhetoric a channel to vent their anger, 

large numbers of Muslims disagree with various aspects of HT ideology, particularly HT‟s 

anti-election stance. HT, seeing democracy as exalting the will of men, a direct affront to the 

hakimiyyah, the sovereignty of Allah, does not allow participation in elections. Also HT is to 

a great extent a “lone wolf” [albeit in sheep‟s clothing], a militant group that operates on its 

own. Its declaration of non-violence – considered by some to be tactical and temporary -  and 

its condemnation of suicide bombings, has been criticized by other militant groups as being 

too soft and not extremist enough. As such HT, although a group to be carefully monitored, is 

just one of many, divided, militant groups vying for the Islamization of Pakistan. 

 

                                                 
27 “US man Raymond Davis, shot Pakistan pair in „cold blood‟”, BBC News South Asia, 11 February 2011, 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-south-asia-12427518, accessed 20/2/11. 
28 Cited in “Hizb-ut-Tahrir and its focus on the Pak army”, South Asia Analysis Group, Paper 4566, 22 June 2011, 
http://www.southasiaanalysis.org/%5Cpapers46%5Cpaper4566.html, accessed 28/6/11. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-south-asia-12427518
http://www.southasiaanalysis.org/%5Cpapers46%5Cpaper4566.html

