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Exclusion: a hidden driver of Pakistan’s fragility

Deeply entrenched patterns of political, 
social and economic exclusion are fuelling 
Pakistan’s fragility. Large segments of 
the population are denied basic rights, 
access to resources, or a political voice 
based on their identity or location. This 
creates grievances that motivate people 
to violence. It also perpetuates Pakistan’s 
elite and unaccountable governance, 
which itself is a major cause of instability. 

There are four main axes of exclusion 
that most clearly drive Pakistan’s fragility. 
These are the political and economic 
exclusion of some regions by the political 
centre; the exclusion from access to 
land experienced by much of the rural 
population; the profound exclusion and 
violence faced by religious minorities; and 

the exclusion of many young people and 
women, which contributes to Pakistan’s 
demographic instability. Ultimately, 
all these forms of exclusion serve the 
interests of Pakistan’s civilian, military 
and traditional elites. Hence there is little 
political will to challenge them. 

The international community has so far 
failed to pay sufficient attention to issues 
of exclusion and inequality within its 
response to Pakistan’s fragility. European 
actors are particularly well placed to 
address exclusion through their political 
engagement and development assistance 
to Pakistan. However, they are likely to 
face strong resistance from Pakistani 
elites, as well as other challenges.  
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Most analyses of Pakistan’s instability focus 
on political, security and geo-strategic drivers 
of conflict. The international community has 
similarly been primarily concerned with security 
developments and shifts in power among 
Pakistan’s elites. However, beyond these obvious 
factors there are deeply embedded patterns of 
political, social and economic exclusion that also 
shape Pakistan’s fragility. 

Europe is increasing its engagement in Pakistan. 
Given their history of support for democracy and 
human rights in the country, European actors 
are well placed to assist Pakistan in addressing 
exclusion as a driver of fragility. This policy brief 
examines how exclusion relates to Pakistan’s 
multiple governance and security challenges, 
and asks how European actors can adopt an 
“exclusion lens” within their response to Pakistan’s 
instability.

How exclusion drives  
Pakistan’s fragility 
Pakistan has low levels of vertical inequality 
between individuals (with a Gini coefficient of 
30.6),1 but high levels of horizontal inequality 
and group-based exclusion. Some estimates 
suggest that around 40% of Pakistan’s 
population experience significant political, social 
and economic exclusion based on their identity 
(e.g. religion, kinship group, language), their 
location or their gender. Such multidimensional 
disadvantage prevents these groups from 
participating in political life, accessing resources, 
claiming rights or influencing the institutions that 
shape their lives. These patterns of exclusion 
are perpetuated by state institutions and are 
intimately connected to Pakistan’s traditional 
power structures and patronage-based politics. 
There are two main ways that exclusion fuels 
Pakistan’s instability. 

Firstly, exclusion creates grievances that mobilise 
people to violence. Research shows that conflict is 
most likely when salient identity groups experience 

1 Central Intelligence Agency, The World Factbook, https://www.cia.
gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/pk.html, accessed 
2 April 2012.

political and economic exclusion.2 This is clearly 
the case in Pakistan, where patterns of exclusion 
overlap with regional, ethnic, sectarian and 
class identities, heightening group perceptions 
of injustice. For example, in Balochistan and 
the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA), 
grievances about regional exclusion are a major 
driver of insurgency. Similarly, exclusion based 
on ethnicity and religion fuels violence in Karachi, 
Southern Punjab and elsewhere. Interestingly, 
studies show no correlation between individual 
socio-economic circumstances and involvement 
in militancy, confirming that it is at the group level 
that exclusion drives Pakistan’s violence.3  

Secondly, high levels of exclusion perpetuate 
the elite and unaccountable governance that 
is the major cause of Pakistan’s fragility. Since 
independence, Pakistan has been ruled by a 
small group of landowners and military leaders 
who have promoted their personal interests and 
monopolised power and resources. The result 
is a narrow, elite-based political settlement and 
a state that does not act in the interests of its 
population.  

This situation is made possible by the widespread 
exclusion that prevents large swathes of the 
population from exercising any political voice or 
holding elite leaders to account. For example, 
the political, social and economic exclusion 
faced by landless people, religious minorities 
and many women makes it difficult for such 
groups to mobilise, make demands or claim 
their rights. Similarly, the multiple forms of 
exclusion experienced by the population of the 
FATA prevent them from participating in political 
decision making or holding the state to account. 
While mechanisms of exclusion are different in 
each case, the result is to deny citizens a voice, 
perpetuate elite governance and increase fragility. 

2 Frances Stewart with Manuel Barron, Graham Brown and Marcia 
Hartwell, “Social exclusion and conflict: analysis and policy impli-
cations”, Centre for Research on Inequality, Human Security and 
Ethnicity, 2005.

3 Safiya Aftab, “Poverty and militancy”, Pakistan Institute for Peace 
Studies, 2008.
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Axes of exclusion 
Exclusion in Pakistan takes numerous forms. 
However, there are four main axes of exclusion 
that most directly fuel instability. These are 
regional exclusion, exclusion from access to 
land, the exclusion of religious minorities, and 
the exclusion of young people and women. 
Addressing these patterns of exclusion is critical 
to resolving grievances, broadening the country’s 
political settlement and building Pakistan’s 
resilience.

Regional exclusion
The exclusion of some regions from political 
power and economic development is a clear 
cause of conflict. While Pakistan is nominally a 
federation, in practice power is highly centralised 
within Punjab. Pakistan’s other provinces are 
mostly excluded from decision making, under-
represented in national institutions and have their 
provincial governments undermined by Islamabad. 
The extreme levels of exclusion experienced by 
Balochistan and the Pashtun regions (notably the 
FATA, but also Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and northern 
Balochistan) are a major driver of insurgency 
among their populations.    

Balochistan is currently undergoing its fifth 
separatist insurgency. At the root of this insurgency 
is anger over the province’s long history of political 
and economic exclusion. Balochistan’s demands 
for political autonomy have been consistently 
rejected by Islamabad. The province is extremely 
poor and has the worst human development 
indicators in Pakistan. Moreover, the revenue 
from its natural gas reserves is commandeered 
by the federal government, which has invested 
little in local development.4 

In Pashtun regions, grievances over exclusion 
by the centre are among the factors that fuel 
the Pakistani Taliban insurgency. The FATA face 
profound political and economic exclusion, with 
the population denied basic civil and political 
rights under draconian legislation. The FATA 

4 For more on the politics of the Balochistan insurgency, see Emma 
Hooper, “Pakistan’s ‘elephant in the room’: the mysterious case of 
Balochistan”, Notes Internacionals CIDOB, CIDOB, 2010. 

receive much less public spending per capita 
than the rest of the country, are chronically 
underdeveloped and have high unemployment. 

Not only are Balochi and Pashtun communities 
excluded from national power and resources, 
but they also have highly exclusionary traditional 
governance structures. These structures are 
reinforced by the state, which uses them as 
local intermediaries. In the FATA the federal 
government’s representative (the political agent) 
uses tribal leaders (maliks) to maintain control 
over the population and channel development 
resources. Maliks are widely resented by the 
people and the Taliban attract support through a 
narrative of struggle against the corrupt political 
agent-malik nexus. Similarly, in Balochistan 
hereditary leaders (sardars) wield great power 
and act as intermediaries between the state and 
the population. Sardars generally own natural 
resources, hold political office, collect taxes and 
control the allocation of development benefits 
in their own interests. In both these contexts 
exclusionary national and local governance 
structures unite in a way that reduces citizens’ 
rights and increases grievances.5 

It is widely accepted that regional exclusion is 
driving Pakistan’s insurgencies, and the current 
government has taken some steps to address this. 
The 2009 seventh National Finance Commission 
award provided a more equitable distribution of 
funds across provinces and compensation from 
Islamabad for unpaid energy royalties. Similarly, 
the 2010 18th constitutional amendment devolved 
more power to the provincial level and modestly 
improved the status of the FATA. In 2010 a reform 
package for Balochistan involved constitutional, 
economic and administrative changes to address 
the province’s marginalisation. However, these 
reform efforts have been partial, have lacked 
sufficient consultation and have not been 
effectively implemented. Critically, they have not 
fundamentally altered Pakistan’s exclusionary 
political settlement. 

5 For more on the role of local governance structures in fuelling con-
flict in the FATA and Balochistan, see Varun Vira and Anthony Cord-
esman, “Pakistan: violence vs. stability: a national net assessment”, 
Center for Strategic and International Studies, 2011.
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There is no question that Balochistan and the FATA 
require a greater share of national resources to 
redress their historical exclusion. However, they 
also need reform of local governance systems 
to challenge the entrenched interests of civilian 
bureaucrats and traditional elites. Without this, 
any devolution of power or increased development 
investment will benefit local elites and perpetuate 
existing patterns of exclusion. Such change is 
complex and difficult to undertake. It involves 
reforming formal local political structures, 
including strengthening political rights and 
introducing oversight and redress mechanisms. 
It also requires challenging deeply embedded 
traditional norms and institutions, and educating 
local citizens. There is little political appetite 
for such reform, since it would undermine the 
interests of both local elites and the national elites 
on whose behalf they act. 

Pakistan’s powerful military plays a key role in 
perpetuating regional exclusion. Balochistan, 
the FATA and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa are all 
strategically important border areas where 
the military has a long history of engagement, 
including fostering militant groups. These regions’ 
strategic importance is one cause of their political 
and economic exclusion. Particularly in the FATA, 
the military has sought to limit political rights and 
the rule of law in order to use this region to further 
its security agenda in Afghanistan. Moreover, 
in both the FATA and Balochistan the military 
operates with complete impunity, committing 
widespread abuses that increase inhabitants’ 
grievances. Unless the military releases its hold 
over these regions, their exclusion will continue. 
However, such a step seems highly unlikely, 
given the military’s security concerns regarding 
Balochistan’s insurgency and its links to the 
Afghanistan conflict. 

Exclusion from access to land
Pakistan has a “feudal” land system in which 2% 
of the population owns 45% of the land. These big 
landowners form the country’s main political class 
and are the locus of local economic and political 
power. Meanwhile, half of all rural households 
are landless and experience profound economic, 
social and political exclusion. This population is 
entirely dependent on the landlords for whom its 

members work as tenant farmers and labourers 
in exploitative conditions. Moreover, the nexus 
between land ownership and political power 
prevents the landless from exercising political 
voice or holding leaders to account. Instead, 
they are mobilised to provide support for 
patrons at election time, prevented from forming 
horizontal networks, and unable to claim rights 
through the corrupt and elite-controlled justice 
system. The profound exclusion of the landless 
helps perpetuate the elite and unaccountable 
governance that is a major cause of Pakistan’s 
fragility. 

The exclusion caused by traditional patterns of 
land distribution is exacerbated by practices of 
dispossession and increasing concentration of 
land ownership. Pakistan’s military is estimated 
to own a tenth of the country’s land and plays a 
key role in land dispossession. The military uses 
security justifications to appropriate land, which 
it then uses for commercial purposes. Moreover, 
since 2001 multinational companies have been 
able to lease large tracts of land for long periods, 
in many cases dispossessing communities 
that had historically used the land. It is virtually 
impossible for poor communities to enforce their 
land rights in the face of dispossession, given 
the weakness of both civil and customary land 
adjudication processes.6

In addition to perpetuating Pakistan’s elite 
governance, exclusion from land motivates 
violence. The regions experiencing the greatest 
conflict – the FATA, Balochistan and Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa – have some of the most skewed 
land distribution patterns. Moreover, research 
shows correlations between high levels of food 
insecurity and insurgency at district level.7 In 
the FATA and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa the Taliban 
have exploited grievances over land ownership 
to gain support, including by arbitrating in land 
disputes and forcibly redistributing land. In 
Balochistan there is widespread anger about 
the dispossession of communities to make way 
for the Gwardar port development and Balochi 

6 For a discussion of land dispossession, see Haris Gazdar, “The 
fourth round, and why they fight on: an essay on the history of land 
and reform in Pakistan”, Panos South Asia, 2009. 

7 Sadia Mariam Malik, “An empirical investigation of the relationship 
between food insecurity, landlessness, and violent conflict in Paki-
stan”, Pakistan Institute of Development Economics, 2011.
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insurgents have attacked the project’s site. 
Meanwhile, in Karachi the attempts of Mohajirs to 
dispossess other ethnic communities in order to 
develop the city’s periphery have caused ethnic 
violence. 

Pakistan attempted land reform in 1959, 
1972 and 1977, although each time without 
real implementation or impact. Given that the 
country’s exclusionary patterns of land ownership 
drive bad governance and violence, broad-
based land reform is urgently needed. However, 
Pakistan’s landowning political elite is unlikely to 
initiate such reform, which would fundamentally 
undermine its interests. Any change will require 
the development of horizontal alliances among 
the landless that can apply pressure for reform. 
Although this population’s exclusion and their 
dependence on landlords make it difficult 
for them to form coalitions, there have been 
some local cases of such co-operation. For 
example, Anjuman Muzareen Punjab (AMP) is 
a movement of labourers and tenants working 
on government and military land in Punjab. This 
group mobilised to resist exploitative practices 
by military landlords, despite facing significant 
harassment and violence. Such movements need 
to be strengthened, broadened and connected to 
national political processes. 

Exclusion of religious minorities
Religious minorities in Pakistan face extreme 
political, social and economic exclusion. They 
are formally and informally discriminated against 
by the state, denied full citizenship rights and 
marginalised within society. For example, 
Hindu and Christian populations undertake the 
most menial jobs and experience high levels of 
poverty and harassment, while Ahmadi and Shia 
communities face violent persecution by Sunni 
militants.8 

In the case of religious exclusion, it is not the 
grievance of excluded minorities that fuels 
instability. Instead, harassment and violence 
against minorities by elements of the Sunni 
majority community undermine the rule of 
law, exacerbate social tensions and increase 

8 For more on patterns of discrimination against religious minorities in 
Pakistan, see Mariam Faruqi, “A question of faith”, Jinnah Institute, 
2011. 

the space for extremism in society. Evidence 
suggests that in poor countries with high levels 
of horizontal inequality privileged groups often 
attack the excluded to prevent them from making 
claims. Certainly there is a clear link to resource 
claims in some instances of sectarian violence, 
such as the expulsion of Christians from their 
land or attacks on Shia landowners in Southern 
Punjab. However, much of Pakistan’s sectarian 
violence appears to have a broader agenda of 
denying minorities’ claims to equal citizenship. 

The Pakistani state’s discrimination against 
religious minorities effectively sanctions sectarian 
violence and fuels instability. The state denies 
religious minorities equal civil and political rights, 
discriminates against them in the provision of 
resources and services, and allows them to 
be vilified and threatened in public discourse. 
Pakistan’s blasphemy laws are a particularly 
controversial state instrument used to harass 
and silence minorities. Although the current 
government initially showed willingness to 
address the exclusion of minorities, it has since 
backtracked because of intimidation by Sunni 
extremists. Following the murder by extremists of 
Punjabi Governor Saalman Taseer and Minorities 
Minister Shabaz Bhatti in 2011, the government 
abandoned plans to review the blasphemy laws 
and has not appointed a new minorities minister.

Most critically, the state makes no effort to protect 
minority communities or pursue groups, such as 
Sipah-e-Sahaba, which attack them. This has 
the effect of creating further space for extremist 
militants. It is particularly destabilising, given 
that the groups that conduct sectarian violence 
are intimately connected to those that undertake 
insurgency against the Pakistani state itself. The 
government must recognise that fighting militancy 
requires extending full rights and protection to 
minorities and challenging sectarian extremism. 
It is not viable to use military tactics against 
insurgents while ceding ever-greater political and 
social space to extremists.  

Youth and gender exclusion
Since two-thirds of Pakistan’s population are 
below 30, a major threat to Pakistan’s stability 
is its rapid population growth and youth bulge. 
If successfully integrated into the economy, 
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this youth population could be a force for 
development. If not, it could fuel instability. With 
unemployment high and growth currently around 
2%, one challenge is generating jobs for these 
young people. However, another challenge is 
providing them with the skills to compete in the 
labour market and contribute to growth.9 

Pakistan has a highly exclusionary three-tier 
education system. While elite children are 
educated in private schools, the vast majority 
of children go to poor-quality public schools 
and many of the poorest attend madrassas. 
Seventeen million children do not attend school at 
all. Public and madrassa schools do not provide 
children with the basic skills needed to access 
employment and opportunities, making them a 
potential cause of insecurity. In many cases they 
also foster extremism through their curriculum.

Pakistan’s dysfunctional education system 
both reflects and perpetuates the patterns of 
exclusion that marginalise large sections of 
the population and maintain elite power. This 
relationship between exclusion from educational 
opportunities and broader patterns of exclusion 
can be seen in the opposition of local landlords 
to the establishment of public schools that would 
educate the rural poor. It is also visible in the 
fact that the most excluded provinces have the 
worst education  indicators. For example, literacy 
rates in Balochistan are just 34%. Ultimately, this 
education system serves military and civilian 
elite interests by keeping the majority of the 
population uneducated and unable to demand 
better governance. 

Pakistan’s failing education system is widely 
recognised as a driver of instability. The 
government has committed to increase education 
spending from 2% to 7% of gross domestic 
product (GDP) and donors are also providing 
significant education funding. It is important that 
reform efforts go beyond improving access to 
focus on the quality of education, on an inclusive 
curriculum, and on equipping young people both 
to find jobs and to understand and claim their 
rights. 

9 For more on the challenges posed by Pakistan’s large youth popu-
lation, see Michael Kugelman, “Pakistan’s population prospects”, 
NOREF Article, NOREF, 2011. 

While improving the capabilities of Pakistan’s 
youth population is important, it is not enough 
to address the country’s demographic instability. 
Pakistan faces chronic natural resource shortages 
and population growth will exacerbate conflict 
over these. Although the rate of population growth 
is slowing, a greater decline in fertility is needed. 
This requires addressing Pakistan’s extremely 
high levels of gender inequality. 

Pakistan has very poor gender indicators. It 
ranks 115 on the UN Development Programme’s 
Gender Inequality Index and women’s literacy 
is just 36%.10 Pakistani women face exclusion 
from access to resources, services and decision 
making. Some urban, middle-class women do 
play a role in public life. However, most women are 
severely constrained by discriminatory patriarchal 
norms, which are being reinforced by the spread 
of extremism. The fact that both formal and 
informal institutions deny women fundamental 
rights, agency and a public voice means women 
are unable to make claims on these institutions 
and their interests are overlooked by decision 
makers. This situation contributes to Pakistan’s 
elite and unaccountable governance. Addressing 
gender exclusion must therefore be an integral 
part of the response to Pakistan’s fragility. 

Beyond its governance implications, gender 
exclusion is also a key driver of Pakistan’s 
population-related instability. Evidence 
demonstrates that fertility rates fall where women 
are empowered and have access to education 
and employment. However, Pakistan’s population 
programmes – recently devolved to the provincial 
level – are weak and overly focused on a technical 
approach to family planning. Such efforts to 
promote birth control must be supported by a 
broader agenda to empower women. Particular 
attention should be paid to addressing women’s 
exclusion in Pakistan’s conflict-affected regions. 
Women’s literacy in Balochistan is 15%, while in 
the FATA it is just 3%. 

What role for Europe?
Europe’s influence in Pakistan is limited. It holds 
no sway with the country’s powerful military 

10 UNDP Gender Inequality Index, 2011, http://hdr.undp.org/en/media/
HDR_2011_EN_Table4.pdf, accessed March 15th 2012.
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leaders and its overseas development aid 
(ODA) – although increased in recent years – is 
a tiny fraction of Pakistan’s GDP. Despite this, 
Europe can play a role in addressing exclusion 
as a driver of Pakistan’s instability, especially 
given its relative credibility on issues of human 
rights and democracy. European actors can both 
target their aid to reduce the impact of exclusion 
and promote reforms that address its structural 
causes. They can also develop pioneering work 
on exclusion that draws in funding from larger 
donors for a multiplier effect (for example, U.S. 
ODA to Pakistan, which was recently increased 
to $7.5 billion over five years). In addressing 
exclusion in Pakistan, European actors should 
prioritise empowering excluded populations, 
promoting citizens’ rights and human security, and 
supporting the reform of exclusionary institutions.  

European donors can help empower excluded 
groups such as the landless, women, and religious 
minorities and support them to mobilise and 
make demands. The development of horizontal 
networks is particularly difficult in Pakistani society 
because of the strength of tribal, ethnic, kinship, 
and other group identities and the pervasiveness 
of patronage relations. However, horizontal 
movements can emerge, such as the AMP or 
the “Citizens for Democracy” movement aimed 
at combating extremism. European donors can 
provide financial support and capacity building to 
help excluded populations form alliances, as well 
as link them to political processes and institutions.

By promoting a citizens’ rights approach to 
development, European donors could help 
extend political, social and economic rights to 
all Pakistanis, irrespective of identity. Evidence 
suggests that in contexts of high horizontal 
inequality, where democratic systems are 
structured to perpetuate exclusion, a rights-based 
approach is the best way to address entrenched 
patterns of discrimination. In practice, such 
an approach would involve promoting service 
delivery and access to resources that are based 
on fulfilling citizens’ rights rather than serving 
local political or security interests. Such an 
approach is particularly necessary in insurgency-
affected areas such as Balochistan and the FATA. 
In addition, it would involve funding education on 
citizens’ rights and supporting citizen oversight 
mechanisms. In particular, donors could support 

civil society to stimulate public debate about 
exclusion and citizens’ rights in the run-up to the 
2013 election. 

European actors can also promote an alternative 
approach to security. The dominance of Pakistan’s 
military means that a defence-oriented approach 
to security has been prioritised. This approach 
has been reinforced through U.S. military aid. 
Meanwhile, human security issues, such as 
food and fuel security, protection from violence, 
and access to justice have not been recognised 
as equally critical to national security. Many 
of Pakistan’s excluded populations lack basic 
human security. This causes grievances and 
allows extremist groups to replace the state in 
providing these goods. Through political dialogue 
and targeted aid, European actors can promote a 
more holistic, human security response to conflict, 
one that reduces exclusion and grievances and 
increases the public provision of security for all 
citizens. 

Finally, European actors can advocate for and 
support some of the key reforms needed to 
address exclusion. For example, they can provide 
capacity support for ongoing devolution processes 
and press for commitments to the decentralisation 
of power to be effectively implemented. Similarly, 
European donors can promote land reform both 
through political dialogue with the Pakistani 
government and through support to civil society to 
increase public debate on land issues. European 
actors could also advocate for and support the 
broad justice sector reforms that are required to 
enable excluded people to claim their rights and 
seek redress through the courts. 

Conclusion
It is clear that deeply entrenched patterns of 
exclusion fuel Pakistan’s poor governance, 
multiple insurgencies and national instability. 
Transforming these hidden drivers of fragility 
requires moving beyond a military response 
to insecurity and instead addressing the 
exclusionary political settlement and traditional 
power structures that serve elite interests.
   
While it is important the European actors engage 
on issues of exclusion, such engagement is likely 
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to be strongly resisted by the military, political 
and traditional elites. Moreover, the religious and 
conservative social norms within many Pakistani 
communities – which are strengthened by the 
spread of extremist ideology – pose a serious 
barrier to addressing religious- or gender-based 
exclusion. Another challenge is that Pakistan’s 
civil society organisations are mostly service 
oriented with limited capacity to engage in policy 
analysis and advocacy. This makes it difficult to 
identify civil society partners that could effectively 
campaign for reforms to address exclusion. 

Despite these challenges, some processes 
are under way within Pakistan that could be 
harnessed to help reduce exclusion. Firstly, 
Pakistan is experiencing rapid urbanisation. It 
is possible that as the rural poor become urban 
poor they may be less constrained by feudal 
patron-client relations and better able to mobilise 
and make demands for inclusion. Secondly, 
Pakistan’s expanding urban middle class has 
greater access to information and wants stronger 
democracy and more accountable governance. 
Critically, a general election is scheduled for 
2013. Despite Pakistan’s flawed politics, this 
election is an opportunity to generate political 
debate on exclusion and the role it plays in the 
country’s fragility. 

European actors have little leverage over 
Pakistan’s elites. However, they can help bring 
issues of exclusion onto the political agenda 
through high-level dialogue and by supporting 
the voices of excluded populations. They can 
also use development assistance to strengthen 
the rights and capabilities of excluded citizens. 

However, Pakistan is a complex political context 
and exclusion is a deeply sensitive issue. 
European actors working in this area require an 
in-depth understanding of how exclusion relates 
to the interests of various Pakistani actors and 
the multiple ways in which it fuels the country’s 
instability. 
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