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COMMENT 243 - Pakistan – a responsible nuclear 
State? 

 

 

 

 

 

After Pakistan’s relations with the US once again hit a low point due to Islamabad’s 

support for the Afghan Taliban (and said Taliban’s subsequent military takeover of 

Kabul), it appeared that Islamabad-Washington ties are back on track again. This 

recently became obvious through the “$ 450 million refurbishing package” for 

Pakistan’s F-16s, which sparked irritations and criticisms among numerous 

international observers. Being convinced that the remarkable pro-Pakistani lobby 

in Washington is in full-swing turning the course of the bilateral relations in favour 

of Islamabad again,1 US President Joe Biden’s latest remarks regarding Pakistan 

took the country’s officials by surprise.2 Talking about US foreign policy during an 

event in Los Angeles, Biden stated that Pakistan may be ‘one of the most dangerous 

nations in the world’ as the country has ‘nuclear weapons without any cohesion’.3  

 

The remarks triggered an immediate diplomatic backlash from Islamabad, which 

summoned the US Ambassador to Pakistan Donald Blome to provide an 

explanation. Pakistan’s Acting Foreign Secretary Jauhar Saleem called on Mr 

Blome for an official demarche ‘conveying his country’s disappointment and 

concern on the unwarranted remarks’ made by the US President. Prime Minister 

Shehbaz Sharif responded by stating ‘that Pakistan is a responsible nuclear state, 

and added that country’s nuclear assets have the best safeguards as per International 

 
1 The publication of a report called ‘US re-engagement with Pakistan: Ideas for reviving an important 

relationship’ by the Washington-based Pakistan Study Group (PSG) is seen here as an indication for 

the above-mentioned statement. 
2 For example, Pakistan’s Foreign Minister Bilawal Bhutto-Zardari mentioned at a news conference: 

‘I am surprised at President Biden’s statement’.  
3 The transcript of Biden’s address was published by the White House’s website. 
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Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) requirements.’ Sharif added that ‘We [Pakistani 

authorities] take these safety measures with the utmost seriousness.’  

 

On their side, US officials tried to calm the situation. White House Press Secretary 

Karine Jean-Pierre, when questioned regarding Biden’s comments, stressed that the 

president ‘believes in a secure and prosperous Pakistan, and so he believes that’s 

important to our own interests here in the U.S.’. US State Department spokesperson 

Vedant Patel told journalists in Washington that ‘the United States is confident of 

Pakistan’s commitment and its ability to secure its nuclear assets.’ 

Despite efforts by Washington to downplay the situation, which were partly echoed 

by Islamabad,4 Biden’s “nuclear remarks” were instrumentalised by the political 

opposition in Pakistan, foremost by former Prime Minister Imran Khan, so as to stir 

anti-Americanism as well as address anti-western sentiments among Islamists in 

the country. Having said this, one comment by the White House press speaker is 

most interesting: ‘More specifically he’s [Biden] made those comments before, so 

that is nothing new [about] what you heard from him last night.’  

 

Besides all the official rhetoric on the significance of bilateral relations, there is 

obviously a “simmering concern” among US decision-makers and security circles 

about the security of Pakistan’s nuclear assets. Here, one should stress the following 

points: President Biden’s remarks “are not coming out of the blue”, and that they 

are not (necessarily or solely) referring to Pakistan’s ability to match the safety 

standards for its nuclear weapons arsenals as outlined by the United Nation’s 

nuclear watchdog International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA). Instead, it appears 

that President Biden, who has closely followed developments in the Afghanistan-

Pakistan region for many years, didn’t have technical aspects or security protocols 

in mind when he made his remarks on Pakistan’s nuclear weapons. Rather it seems 

that he referred to the country’s larger, unfortunate political trajectories that make 

a nuclear-armed Pakistan so ‘dangerous’ for the world.  

 

 
4 To diffuse the diplomatic row, Foreign Minister Bhutto stressed that he ‘doesn't believe it 

negatively impacts the relations between Pakistan and the US. We will continue on the positive 

trajectory of engagements we are having so far.’ 
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One of the most worrying phenomena is the rapidly growing progress of 

Islamisation in Pakistan, not only within the society but also the country’s State 

institutions. The persistent promotion of draconian blasphemy laws by the 

government, judiciary, and law enforcement agencies – leading to systematic 

persecution of religious minorities - and the massive state-support for ultra-radical 

Islamic organisations, including the permission to form political parties, are just a 

few examples. Preeminent concerns among military experts also include the 

Islamisation of the Pakistan Army, a process which can be traced back to the 

country’s formation in 1947. More concretely, observers are increasingly puzzled 

not only about the ‘Army’s reliance on Islamists and Militant Islam to affect both 

foreign and domestic issues’ but also about the increasing infiltration by Islamists 

of both the army’s rank and file and top echelons. These infiltrators could ‘support 

Islamist terrorism in the region’ and endanger ‘Pakistan’s stability and the security 

of its nuclear weapons’. Christine Fair states that ‘these apprehensions have been 

galvanized by numerous terrorist attacks on military and intelligence institutions 

and personnel that have involved assistance from within the armed forces’.  

 

There is already a historical record of cases regarding senior officers of the 

Pakistani Army who have been detained on suspicions of maintaining ties with 

Islamist organisations. For example, in 2011 Brigadier Ali Khan was arrested and 

accused of being linked with the Hizb ut-Tahrir (HuT), an banned extremist 

organization. More recently Shuja Nawaz, a well-known expert on the Pakistani 

military, stressed that (in addition to obvious militant groups) hard-line religious 

organisations like the Tablighi Jamaat (TJ) ‘have worked for years to penetrate the 

military to establish their influence’. The TJ described itself as a transnational 

Islamic missionary movement that ‘urges Muslims to return to practicing Islam’. 

However, an in-depth study on the TJ by the South Asia Democratic Forum (SADF) 

points out that this organisation is an ‘fertile ground for breeding terrorism’. Thus, 

the TJ, with its ‘Islamic supremacist agenda’, could well function as ‘a driving force 

for Islamic extremism and as a major recruiting agency for the cause of Global 

Jihad’ within the Pakistani Army. Based on an analysis of publicly available 

intelligence reports, the SADF report outlined in detail that the TJ is ‘being 

extremely effective at spreading Islamic fundamentalism’. The presence of 

members of the TJ within the army’s top brass is reviving fears of Islamist 
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penetration of the country’s military. Both SADF and Shuja have demonstrated that 

the TJ serves in many cases as a recruiting base for more militant organisations. 

One of the most telling proof of the deep inroads which Islamist radicalism has 

made into the Pakistani armed forces is the 2011 terror attack against the PNS 

Mehran naval base in Karachi. The fact that the headquarter of the Pakistani Navy's 

Naval Air Arm, a major military installation, was (successfully) targeted by 

terrorists contributes not only to the increasing perception of “insider threats” but 

also to a persisting questioning of the security of Pakistan’s nuclear assets.  

 

Due to its clandestine nature, it is impossible to measure the degree of Islamist 

infiltration within the Pakistani military. Nevertheless, an “Islamist takeover” of the 

entire army remains highly unlikely. There are also no indications of a co-optation 

of whole units of the armed forces providing the Islamists with the ability to 

destabilise the State, at least not in the near future. Yet Islamists may gain sufficient 

leverage via a group of “influenced, radicalised personnel” within certain units to 

conduct terror attacks from within. 

 

In sum, Pakistan’s self-description as a ‘responsible nuclear state’ is questionable 

at best. One much worries on whether Pakistan’s military is able "to keep its own 

house in order". The point may not be whether the country’s authorities want to 

make sure that Pakistan is a responsible nuclear state. The right question to ask is 

whether Pakistan, a country plagued by endemic Islamist radicalisation of state and 

society, is able to be a responsible nuclear state as a whole.  
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