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  Abstract 

This paper aims to contextualize the narratives underpinning Pakistan's 

national security challenges, examining the clarity or ambiguity in its 

strategic worldview regarding internal security. National security 

doctrines evolve gradually, shaped by institutionalization and sudden 

drastic changes. States with broader global aspirations face expansive 

challenges, whereas those focused on domestic protection adopt a 

narrower focus. Geographic location significantly impacts security 

strategies, with landlocked states facing direct territorial disputes and 

insular states like Pakistan considering regional neighbors in their 

security calculus. Power dynamics and state perception are critical in 

international politics, where power projection influences both external 

and internal perceptions. Public perception of law enforcement and the 

military plays a crucial role in shaping national security. Economic 

conditions further complicate national security, with economic 

instability limiting rational security decisions. This paper delves into 

these intricacies, exploring the interplay of geography, power, ideology, 

public perception, international relations and economic capacity in 

shaping Pakistan's national security policy, ultimately seeking to discern 

the coherence and effectiveness of its strategic worldview.  
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Trend matrix 

The matrix below charts ambiguity or clarity in Pakistan's national 

security doctrine. This trend analysis does not make geopolitical, moral 

or other value judgments, but is meant only to show whether ambiguity 

has existed or not previously in Pakistan's national security doctrines, 

and whether such trajectories are expected to continue in the future or 

not. Arrows merely indicate deterioration of conditions or increasing 

ambiguity when sloping downwards, clarity of perception or 

improvement of conditions when the arrows slope upwards, and arrows 

point horizontally when the situation seems to be in status quo or state 

of flux. 2013 is taken as an arbitrary reference point as the state of things 

a decade ago, but there were a few indicators of change apparent at that 

time as well; terrorism seemed to be declining after robust military 

operations, there seemed to be (perceived) political change afoot, and 

Pakistan was forging regional alliances notably with China while global 

changes were getting more pronounced etc.   

Variable 

TRENDS Ambiguity 
or Clarity in 

Security 
Doctrine 

Comments 
Trend 

till 
2013 

Trend 
from 

2013-23 

Projected 
Trend 

Ideational 
hegemony 

→ → → AMBIGUITY 

As an ideational hegemon in context of 
occupying a pivotal position in Muslim 
countries, Pakistan still retains this pride 
but with a weakening economy and beset 
by problems, it is hard to conceive of the 
country assuming tangible leadership roles 
in this context. 

Geography → → → CLARITY 

Landlocked and insular, Pakistan still feels 
threatened by its neighbours to the east 
and west, and foreseeably will continue to 
do so. 

Perception 
of power 

→ → → AMBIGUITY 

Ambiguity is created when its army is one 
of the strongest in the world, and Pakistan 
is ostensibly a leader of the ummah or at 
least a prominent actor, but still claims to 
be a perpetual victim of terrorism and is 
beset by various problems. 

Law & 
order 

→ →  AMBIGUITY 

Deteriorating law and order situation and 
concomitant negative perception globally 
regarding its law & order milieu makes it 
hard to reconcile its perceived leadership 
position in the world, and also portrays a 
feeling of insecurity.  
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Variable 

TRENDS Ambiguity 
or Clarity in 

Security 
Doctrine 

Comments 
Trend 

till 
2013 

Trend 
from 

2013-23 

Projected 
Trend 

Public 
perception 
of civilian 
LEAs 

→ →  AMBIGUITY 

Police and civilian LEAs have constantly 
been perceived to be ineffective and 
corrupt, a perception which has lingered or 
even worsened over the years. This casts 
doubts on their capability to handle 
security on their own, without the 
assistance of military. 

Economy 
& security 

→ →  AMBIGUITY 

A weakened economy is not conducive to 
expansive civilian measures to implement 
security, no matter how well conceived, 
which they are not.  

Radicalizat
ion 

   AMBIGUITY 
 Radicalization, especially of the young is 
increasing, but there is little informed policy 
making regarding this. 

De-
radicalizati
on 
Initiatives 

   AMBIGUITY 

The drivers of radicalization are not even 
understood properly in Pakistan, due to 
almost negligible efforts to comprehend 
them. Most initiatives are based on sketchy 
anecdotal evidence, and besides a few 
army-driven ventures, there is not much to 
speak of regarding de-radicalization 
initiatives in Pakistan. 

Extremism     AMBIGUITY 

Extremism is increasing in Pakistan. This 
persists in the face of external pressures, 
limited resources and poor knowledge 
base, law & order situation, absence of 
state-wide multisystem PCVE 
interventions and ineffective regulatory 
processes.  

PCVE 
policy 

   AMBIGUITY 

The guidelines and policy published are 
too expansive to be feasible within 
Pakistan’s shrinking resource base. Like 
others before it, Pakistan’s PCVE policy is 
aspirational rather than realistic in nature, 
and merely rests on the laurels of military 
operations. Policy is informed by data 
almost negligibly. This makes such policies 
irrelevant to the situation at hand, in 
pragmatic terms.  

Terrorism- 
magnitude 

   AMBIGUITY 

Though terrorism decreased from previous 
period under review, it is increasing again. 
Terrorism is still a big challenge as it will 
change dimensions in context of TTP now 
posing an entirely new dimensional threat; 
TTP is now based on foreign(afghan) soil 
over which Pakistan only has tenuous 
access through the Afghan Taliban. 
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Variable 

TRENDS Ambiguity 
or Clarity in 

Security 
Doctrine 

Comments 
Trend 

till 
2013 

Trend 
from 

2013-23 

Projected 
Trend 

Comprehe
nsion of 
Extremism  

   AMBIGUITY 

A centrist position against which 
determinants of an extremist state of mind 
has yet to be defined in Pakistan. As 
extremism is an internalization of ideals in 
most people, steps to understand what this 
entails have not been taken at a national 
level, though varying levels of scholarly 
debate goes on in the country; most is 
anecdotal and not data driven. 

Comprehe
nsion of 
radicalizati
on 

   AMBIGUITY 

High level of underemployment for the 
young from lower socio-economic classes, 
class inequality, poverty, lack of social 
justice etc. have all been projected to be 
the cause of radicalization, but there is no 
coherent data-driven national narrative of 
radicalization. 

Tackling 
terrorism 
through 
military 
operations 

 →  CLARITY 

As terrorists have clearly demonstrated 
anti-state tendency, the military seems to 
have started comprehending tactics more 
clearly in terms of engaging them, rather 
than negotiating with them. Ambiguity on 
this seems to have cleared substantially. 

Fluidity of 
terrorist 
structures 

   CLARITY 

Constantly morphing, franchise and cell-
based nature and extremely fluid 
command and control structures made 
these entities hard to comprehend, but the 
groups like TTP are now clearly 
comprehensible to the state machinery 
through experience in tackling them head 
on.  

Intent of 
terrorists 

   CLARITY 

The intentions of terrorists in terms of 
having articulated their intentions, resiling 
from compromises and engaging the state 
by force is by now quite clear, so the 
ambiguity in understanding their intentions 
has cleared in context of their anti-state 
stance. 

Capability 
of terrorists 

   CLARITY 

Due to the asymmetrical nature of 
terrorism itself, and the difficulty of 
controlling tactics like suicide bombing or 
IEDs which have a higher benefit to cost 
ratio skewed in favour of terrorists, it was 
difficult to assess their capability initially, 
but the Pakistani military especially has a 
clearer grip on their intent and capabilities. 
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Variable 

TRENDS Ambiguity 
or Clarity in 

Security 
Doctrine 

Comments 
Trend 

till 
2013 

Trend 
from 

2013-23 

Projected 
Trend 

COIN 
doctrines 

 →  CLARITY 

COIN doctrines have seen a lot of 
evolution, and seem to be evolving, with 
the army even taking civilian functions like 
de-radicalization campaign in areas like 
Swat and erstwhile FATA, which it cleared 
out. 

Rule of law 
& access 
to 
justice 

   AMBIGUITY 

Rule of law is poor. The police and lower 
judiciary are often captured by local elites 
and are amongst the most corrupt state 
institutions. As demonstrated by COIN 
doctrines above, the army undertakes 
functions which should have been in the 
ambit of civilian structures. 

Role of 
PCNS is 
evolving a 
national 
security 
doctrine 

 → → AMBIGUITY 

Even though the PCNS is unanimous on 
security issues, its importance as a political 
body overseeing the security doctrines is 
at best tenuous. The environment is 
dominated by the military, with the PCNS 
giving minimal policy direction to national 
security policy. National security sphere is 
dominated almost fully by army. 

Legislation 
on security 
and 
Counter 
Terrorism 

 →  AMBIGUITY 

There are many laws, but they still contain 
many flaws. 

Regulatory 
quality 

   AMBIGUITY 

Vested interests can prevent rigorous 
implementation of legislation and policy.  
General regulatory quality is consistently 
poor.  

Governanc
e 

   AMBIGUITY 
Governance indicators are consistently 
poor. 
 

Insularity → → → CLARITY 

Landlocked and sandwiched by hostile 
neighbours, Pakistan clearly cannot evolve 
a security doctrine without factoring in 
regional relationships. 
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Variable 

TRENDS Ambiguity 
or Clarity in 

Security 
Doctrine 

Comments 
Trend 

till 
2013 

Trend 
from 

2013-23 

Projected 
Trend 

India 
centrism 

→ → → CLARITY 

Whatever the international community 
might think and however the world would 
like to see things shape out in bilateral 
relations between Indian and Pakistan, 
India-centrism is more or less an 
embedded feature of Pakistan’s security 
policy and is robust to change. Dialogues 
and soft measures might help deescalate 
tensions after incidents, but they have not 
even scratched the surface regarding core 
issues. 

Afghanista
n 

→ → → CLARITY 

Afghanistan will continue to be a problem 
for Pakistan, and there are no real 
prospects of this going away soon. TTP, 
border fencing, refugees, currency 
smuggling etc., will continue to be thorny 
issues between Pakistan and the afghan 
Taliban led state, and with escalating 
terrorism, relations might further 
deteriorate, especially if pressure exerted 
on TTP through afghan Taliban steers 
them in the direction of IS-K. 

USA → → → CLARITY 

Relations with USA will continue to be 
‘transactional’ in nature, based on bilateral 
convenience and self-interests; Pakistan 
needs American military support and help 
with IMF bailouts particularly, while 
America needs Pakistan as an ally in 
South Asia, especially after the 
ascendance of Taliban in Afghanistan. 
Rather than being based on any shared 
common interests, this might be called a 
continuing relationship based on ‘some-
common-perceived-threats-many-self-
interests’, which manifest differently for 
both countries.  

Geography 
as being 
conducive 
to 
terrorism 

→ → → CLARITY 

The terrain and porous borders have not 
been highly amenable to simple 'fool proof' 
measures like sealing, especially the 
Durand Line. 

Geopolitica
l pressures 
shaping 
National 
security 
doctrines 

→ → → CLARITY 

The traditional rivalries have proved 
resistant to geopolitics, as these rivalries 
are in themselves products of geopolitics, 
to a large extent. 
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Variable 

TRENDS Ambiguity 
or Clarity in 

Security 
Doctrine 

Comments 
Trend 

till 
2013 

Trend 
from 

2013-23 

Projected 
Trend 

Politics as 
a steer for 
national 
security 

   AMBIGUITY 

Politics is self-sustaining and patronage 
based, and has so far been parochial and 
has not really provided robust steer to 
National security doctrine  

Popularity 
of the army 
with power 
elites 

   CLARITY 

Previously ascribed with intervening in 
democracy, the Army is nevertheless 
decidedly popular as a partner by power 
elites, despite taking hits on its popularity 
through its ascendancy in national politics. 
This becomes especially relevant in time of 
national security challenges like terrorism; 
escalating threats prompt a response from 
the only institution deemed effective, the 
army. Even though the recent fallout from 
PTI’s ouster seemingly tarnishes its image, 
the army has consistently tended to 
emerge triumphant in publics eyes by 
handling national emergencies, because 
no other institution seems capable of doing 
so. 

Pakistan 
as an 
ideological 
Muslim 
state 

→ → → CLARITY 

This is quite clear, with even the army 
reiterating its stance of Pakistan as being 
formed as an ideological Muslim state. 
Though there is a lively debate among 
intelligentsia about Pakistan being a 
secular state, so far this has not emanated 
from Policy making echelons. 

Pakistan 
as the 
victim of 
terrorism 

   AMBIGUITY 

Pakistan is most certainly one of the 
biggest victims of terrorism in the world, 
but this does not sit well with Pakistan's 
perception of itself as ideational hegemon 
in the Muslim world and a nuclear state 
with one of the stronger armies in the 
world.  

Leadership 
role  

   AMBIGUITY 

Pakistan was conceived as a leader of the 
Muslim amah after partition as the major 
state in 1947 to be formed on Islamic 
ideology and looked towards a prominent 
role in the Muslim world. Echoes of this 
persist, but a weakening economic apsidal 
and multiple security issues makes this 
hard to envisage. 

Support of 
Pakistani 
publics 
against 
terrorism 

   CLARITY 

Initially ambiguous, the Pakistani publics 
seem to have to have been fatigued by 
incessant terrorism and have rejected it. 
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Variable 

TRENDS Ambiguity 
or Clarity in 

Security 
Doctrine 

Comments 
Trend 

till 
2013 

Trend 
from 

2013-23 

Projected 
Trend 

Strategic 
mobilizatio
n of 
publics 
against 
terrorism 

   AMBIGUITY 

The state has not been able to mobilize a 
strategic communication campaign based 
on the variable above, though some half-
hearted measures have been attempted.  

Army as 
profession
al body 

 → → AMBIGUITY 

Army consistently seems to be 
professionalizing in context of institutional 
strengthening, but it remains to be seen 
whether this will keep affecting civilian-
military relations.  

Public 
distrust of 
India  

→ → → CLARITY 

Publics have tended to distrust India and 
will continue to do so in the short to 
medium term. 
 

Public 
distrust of 
Afghanista
n 

→ → → CLARITY 

Same as above. 

Anti-
Americanis
m  

 → → CLARITY 

Relations are consistently in a state of flux, 
with anti-Americanism running rampant 
within the publics, political actors utilizing 
this for political leverage, and the power 
elites continuously in the midst of re-
aligning traditional relationships.  

Nuclear 
doctrine 

→ → → CLARITY 
As unambiguous as India centrism, and 
also decidedly popular with the publics. 
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Introduction  

This paper attempts to contextualize the narratives behind the national 

internal security policy paradigm of Pakistan, in an attempt to discern 

ambiguity or clarity of Pakistan’s strategic worldview towards its 

internal security.1  As the core national interests of a state due to stimuli 

from external and internal threats, national security is a product of many 

factors , amongst which robustness of state against terrorism figures 

prominently.2 States do not just perceive security in terms of their own 

physical boundaries, but sometimes as extension of their political 

ideologies beyond their borders , especially in reference to  contested 

areas or ideologies. For instance, when Pakistan mentions national 

interest or sovereignty, it usually includes Kashmir as an integral part of 

this context; Pakistan’s influence in Afghanistan also has a tremendous 

bearing on Pakistan’s security worldview. 3  

National security doctrines don’t just change overnight since they are 

shaped by institutionalization of national security through all means 

available to a country. Only sudden, drastic changes can disrupt and 

reshape national security for a country, such as must be happening in 

Ukraine because of its war with Russia.4 Only a threat that suddenly 

appears on the horizon or abruptly disappears can alter national security 

paradigms significantly; for other threats changes are gradual. For most 

states, national security environments are incremental and almost as 

gradually pervasive processes as ideologies, since state parties, lobbies, 

interest groups, perceptions and institutions adapt and evolve to support 

a certain established national security environment. Once embedded in 

the national structure or national ethos, this generally proves robust to 

change, unless of course there is a drastic change in events as above. 

If a state has broader aspirations leaning towards a global presence, then 

its focus will be expansive, while protecting a domestic territory or 

homeland against a specified enemy requires a more limited focus. A 

state with global aspirations will also have bigger challenges, since its 

interests are necessarily wider than those of regional powers5.This 

pertains to a state’s enemies as well; if the enemy is a neighbor, the focus 

of the state will be regional, while a more distant enemy requires a multi-

regional or even global focus. As Nicholas Spykman wrote, 'it is the 

geographic location of a country and its relation to centers of military 

power that define its problem of security'.6 Arnold Wolters added an 
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important nuance. 'To say that insularity leads countries to neglect their 

military defenses can mean only that decision-makers are more likely to 

consider their country safe if it enjoys an insular position and that they 

will tend, as a result, to become more complacent in matters of military 

preparedness.'7 
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Geography 

Geography is an important determinant of state security; insularity gives 

more of a strategic rational choice leverage to states, since expansive 

distance and broader oceanic distances provide a bigger challenge for 

hostile states to overcome.8 Conversely, intensively landlocked states 

have less choice in strategy, since closely situated territorial disputes will 

almost inevitably end up in opponents engaging each other eyeball to 

eyeball. Resultantly, such conflicts are much more vulnerable to 

exacerbate into military conflicts. This applies to insular states like 

Pakistan, who have to necessarily think in terms of their neighbors where 

regional security is concerned. Stephen P. Cohen states, “While history 

has been unkind with Pakistan, its geography has been its greatest 

benefit.” 9 

Straddling a position between the India and China, and bordering 

Afghanistan, Pakistan has had various ups and downs in the great power 

struggles involving USA and Russia. Pakistan now occupies an axial 

position between China –India- US power struggles. China’s rise as a 

global player has greatly shifted the balance of power; in 2015, China 

surpassed the US in terms of crude oil import, making it a top destination 

of exports for various countries, including both Saudi Arabia and Iran, 

both countries with which Pakistan shares long relationships. 10 This 

makes out China to be at the center of confluence of interests for 

Pakistan, especially since the China Pakistan economic corridor (CPEC) 

initiative, which straddles the path towards central Asia and beyond. The 

oil rich Central Asian republics have since long been expected to become 

global powerhouses in terms of oil; however, that requires a stable 

Afghanistan to allow transit of this oil and Pakistan to materialize this 

access by providing transportation through its port and roads. For 

Pakistan its regional relationship with its neighbors becomes a necessity, 

which is much more urgent than its international linkages further away. 

This influences Pakistan’s national security policy heavily by a south 

Asian regional paradigm that is resistant to change by outside pressures. 

That particular outlook partly explains Pakistan’s quest for power as a 

major regional player. 



TRENDLINES OF PAKISTAN'S SECURITY CHALLENGES 

15 

Power and perception of Statehood 

Power is the core attribute of a state that defines its position in 

international politics, by giving it the leverage that it can use to influence 

other states, or to seek parity with other states that can influence 

international decision making. As Morgenthau wrote, “The prestige of a 

nation is its reputation for power. That reputation, the reflection of the 

reality of power in the mind of the observers, can be as important as the 

reality of power itself. What others think about us is as important as what 

we actually are”11. However, mere power may not be enough as the 

American experience after WW1 showed; it’s almost complete 

superiority did not result in a robust national security strategy by 

default.12 Competition may fuel the quest for power; states tend to 

'emulate successful innovations of others out of fear of the disadvantages 

that arise from being less competitively organized and equipped. These 

disadvantages are particularly dangerous where military capabilities are 

concerned, and so improvements in military organizations and 

technology are quickly imitated'.13 An exacerbated state of militarization 

occurs when states have enemies in its surroundings, which also explains 

militarization of Pakistan to some extent. 

As society is always evolving, security doctrine also changes with how 

the society in a state views its relationship with the world, as well as 

societal roles within the society itself. These ideas shape how the society 

views itself viz-a-viz the rest of the world which shapes beliefs and 

ideals, which in turn shape threat perceptions.14 Put simply, the way you 

view yourself is the also the way you will view the others around you, 

and thus react accordingly. For instance, Kal Holsti has clarified roles 

for nations' perceptions of the others and has come up with 17 of these 

preconceptions.15 These role definitions classify the state as thinking of 

itself in the role of an ally, imperialist, protector etc. All of these roles 

are oriented towards a nation's conception of itself through connectivity 

to other states. Herrmann and Fischerkeller have also elucidated such 

roles, these being of an enemy, ally, degenerate, imperialist, and colony, 

which are also externally oriented.16 These roles change overtime with 

changes in the external and internal environment. For instance, with the 

collapse of Soviet Union, US had to radically re-align its roles in the 

world, which reduced its orientation of a helper to more of an imperialist.  
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Pakistan started with a ‘defender of faith’ orientation according to 

Holsti’s classifications, which implies that such a state views its foreign 

policy objectives and commitments in terms of defending its projected 

value systems. 17 Pakistan was created as an Islamic republic and 

espoused to undertake special responsibilities to guarantee ideological 

purity for the Muslim world, or ummah. Despite the shift in geological 

postures over the decades, the defence of this value system remains a 

primary goal for the state. In fact, Pakistan has from the outset projected 

itself as playing a pivotal role in the unity of ‘ummah’.18 This lends an 

aspect of ideational hegemony to a state like Pakistan, whereby 

upholding its value systems becomes a matter of national pride. Threats 

also arise more numerously because the state has to defend itself not just 

physical enemies, but also from pervasion of ideologies considered to be 

‘threatening’.19 

Hegemonic postures will tend to not only give a global orientation but 

will also intentionally diffuse the context of the enemy. Thus, instead of 

a clearly identifiable enemy, esoteric threat typologies such as chaos, 

'terror', instability etc. will become dominant themes. As President 

George Bush articulated US strategy even before the Persian Gulf War, 

"As the world's most powerful democracy, we are inescapably the leader, 

the connecting link in a global alliance of democracies. The pivotal 

responsibility for ensuring stability of the international balance remains 

ours".20 Since a hegemonic state has usually more than one distinct and 

‘indistinct’ enemies, so it will also try to keep its options open by 

entering into alliances of convenience, which are easily retractable.  

Hegemons and ideational states share the ideational orientation, which 

concentrates on the values that a nation cultivates, and perceives threats 

to these values from enemies who are opposed to such ideals.21 

  In terms of ideology, Pakistan is clearly an ideational Islamic state, and 

Islam is stated to be the driving force behind its civil and military 

machinery.22 By implication, Pakistan from its very inception aimed at 

a kind of ideational hegemony in the Muslim world, by virtue of being a 

Muslim state formed in the name of Islam. Thus, initial foreign policy 

directions of Pakistan were clearly aimed at achieving this leadership 

role as a champion of the Muslim world.23 Of course, Pakistan swung in 

many different directions since then, particularly in regard to its alliance 

with the US, but the core ideal of Pakistan as a champion of Islam and 
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being formed in the name of Islam remains germane to its security 

worldview.24  

However, there is some is ambiguity in this ideational leadership role; 

Pakistan is a champion of the Islamic world but allies with the West, 

supported the afghan jihad but still was targeted by Islamist jihadism, 

has one of the stronger armies in the world which is popular and supports 

this ideational hegemony implicitly (or at least a leadership role), but has 

also forcibly taken over the reign of the country from democratic regimes 

numerous times. The guide, leader, or champion of the Muslim ummah 

narrative is too diffuse to lend substantive content to the ideational 

direction, and merely expressions of friendship with the Gulf and middle 

eastern Islamic countries is not enough to offset the cognitive dissonance 

produced in minds of the common Pakistani, especially after the alliance 

with US in GWOT.  This ambiguity is perhaps what produces a clash of 

ideational value systems within the country and has been a dominant 

theme of indoctrinations for the extremist project in Pakistan. Pakistan’s 

main terrorist threat, Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), for instance, 

clearly identifies with this theme when targeting the army, police and 

paramilitary entities while appealing to the Pakistani publics to ‘rise up’ 

for defending ideological purity.   

Being perceived as a power influences the morale of Pakistan as a whole 

but creates problems when beset by economic and security problems; 

projected by its leadership as a beacon for the Muslim world and a global 

geopolitical power, why does it need economic bailout time and again? 

Similarly, ambiguity was projected during the time period between 

2007-14, when the Pakistani narrative often cantered around Pakistan 

being a victim of terrorism.25 Another narrative is Pakistan being 

"perhaps the world's greatest victim of terrorism," and the loss of 

thousands of lives in terrorist attacks over the years backs up this 

assertion.26 Adding to this narrative is the Pakistani citizenry’s 

resentment over US drone strikes (though Pakistani leadership covertly 

supported them), the problem of coping with about 1.7 million Afghan 

refugees as a legacy of the Afghan jihad which is perceived widely to 

have been foisted on Pakistan, and a sense that the U.S. has not shown 

sufficient gratitude for Islamabad's help in nabbing hundreds of al Qaeda 

leaders. US alignment with India in Afghanistan has rubbed further salt 

in the Pakistani wounds. There is no doubt that there have been far 

reaching implications for Pakistan in the wake of Afghan jihad in making 
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it a jihadist magnet, many of which have joined the anti-state terrorists. 

The loss of thousands of Pakistani lives fortifies this narrative.27   

Cognitive dissonance is created within Pakistani minds about two 

varying realities, as Pakistan has a peculiar problematic of perceiving 

itself viz a viz the outside world. A fragile economy and infrastructure 

does not sit well with being a nuclear military power of the region, even 

the world. Pakistanis perceive themselves to be victims of terrorism and 

the state tends to resonate this, but at the same time possessing one of the 

strangest militaries in the world makes Pakistanis hang on to a sense of 

pride. The worldview that even though Pakistan is a stable country with 

a strong army, but is still beset by problems of security, leads to a state 

of externalization of the problems, whereby powers external to the 

problem are to be blamed for all of Pakistan's problems.  

Even in open source one cannot deny the assertion that hostile forces are 

bent on destroying Pakistan's stability; the geopolitical axis of Pakistan 

does make it vulnerable to 'great games' in the region. However, the 

widespread ideal in Pakistan that it’s always something or someone 

‘else’ to blame for all or many of Pakistan's security problems makes this 

an exclusivist variable for trying to find solutions for many of the 

country's indigenously arising problems.28 
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Law and order  

There also needs to be coherence of political and military postures, as 

incoherence between component parts can lead to disjointed doctrines.29 

Typically, such coherence stems from a long-standing discord between 

civil and military apparatus of the state, whereby politics of the state 

presents a number of varying trajectories for security doctrine of the 

state. This intensifies in states such as Pakistan, where civilian law 

enforcement agencies are no match for the capabilities for the military 

organs. Pakistan's criminal justice system has been defined as an 

“anarchic” system which empowers the elite “while victimising the 

underprivileged30”. During the years when terrorism was at its highest 

in Pakistan, the judicial system was said to be overstretched, with a 

conviction rate of between 5 and 10%,31 while even the apex court, the 

Supreme Court of Pakistan, seemingly faced an annual backlog of 1.4 

million cases.32  Since then, the state of affairs has declined further.  

The world justice project variable of order and security in a state 

measures how well a society ensures the security of persons and 

property. The state of affairs in Pakistan is examined with the help of the 

table 1 below: - 

Table 1: Order & security matrix  

Table 1: Order and Security Matrix 

Rule of law index33 Pakistan ranking (out of a total of 140 countries 
reviewed) 

2020 12034 

2021 13035 

2022 12936 

 

Table 1 shows that Pakistan is ranked almost at the lowest of all the 140 

countries reviewed. Further insight is provided by the order and security 

matrix of the World Justice Project Rule of Law index.37 
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Table 2: World Justice Project Rule of Law Index 

Table 2: World Justice Project Rule of Law Index 

Year  Pakistan ranking for 

order and security 

Total number of 

countries reviewed 

2015 101 102 

2016 112 113 

2017-18 113 113 

2019 124 126 

2020 126 128 

2021 137 139 

2022 139 140 

 

The only country in the world that has performed consistently lower than 

Pakistan on the order and security matrix is Afghanistan; this implies that 

the situation in Pakistan with context to rule of law has deteriorated 

substantially during the period under review. With an overstretched 

criminal justice system which does not provide the necessary support to 

political decisions to steer national security on popular, nonpartisan, 

democratic lines, framing a national security doctrine free from parochial 

agendas will be a challenge for Pakistan.  
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Public perception of law enforcement 

One consequence of patronage politics is that people’s direct experience 

of the state is extremely limited. The public education system, land 

revenue administration, courts and police remain the primary interfaces. 

Yet incorporation of the law-and-order system into local patronage 

networks has created a market for dispute resolution. Inequality has 

shrunk in urban areas, contributing to poverty reduction, while in rural 

areas inequality has increased. This trend occurred while growth was still 

robust indicating that inequality is widening for the unskilled rural poor 

and closing for the more educated and skilled urban population. Growth 

levels are currently not sufficiently high to reverse this trend, and the 

2022 floods have pushed more rural people below the poverty line.   

Although there have been reform interventions to protect gender and 

minority rights, this remains an area where progress is constrained by 

deep-set structural inequalities and the rise of conservative values. The 

gulf between the political elite and the majority is mirrored by civil 

society, and indirect rule has opened up an unregulated chasm in state-

society relations which civil society in one form or the other has tried to 

fill. At one level, Pakistan has an impressive history of activism to 

protect gender, minority and democratic rights and advocacy for social 

improvement, yet at another Pakistan has a history of fostering violent 

community-based political and sectarian organizations and violently 

targeting minorities.  

Despite the fact that terrorism has declined substantially, the law-and-

order matrix remain consistently poor. This implies that the 

implementing agencies, especially the police, have been performing 

below par. A plausible explanation is that the decrease in terrorism is 

mainly due to the military operations; any corresponding efficacy of the 

civilian law and order structures to disrupt terrorism is basically by 

‘piggybacking’ on the successes of military authorities, rather than as 

standalone mechanisms to take on the might of terrorist enemies like 

TTP. 

These tendencies have eroded citizens’ trust in civilian governments. 

Even though Pakistanis tend to place importance of democratic values, 

many believe they still don’t have enough. 38 However, faith in the army 

has been consistently higher. A  World Values Survey in 2020 estimated 

that  93.2% of Pakistanis tended to have a high level of confidence in the 
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armed forces, compared to just 43.6% who had confidence in political 

parties.39 In 2014, citizens  wanted active participation of military in 

government, even when criticism of ‘political engineering’ were 

spreading.40 41.2% of Pakistani respondents in a World Values Survey 

in 2020 stated that the military taking power from an incompetent 

government was an “essential” characteristic of democracy, with a 

further 34.7% expressing some agreement with this sentiment.41 More 

recently , even though there was backlash against the army in the wake 

of removal of PTI’s government and Imran Khan from power, the army 

still remains sacrosanct.  While many commentators say that the civilian-

military relations will be major challenges in the wake of PTI; s removal 

from office, the army’s reputation has stood robustly against such schism 

earlier, especially when challenges such as national disasters and threats 

form terrorism emanate on the horizon.  When national disasters occur, 

the army steps in to take over humanitarian assistance from the 

incompetent executive and seems to regain its marred reputation. 

Similarly, when terrorism rears its head, as it’s doing right now, only the 

army is seen as an effective counterweight to the threat, and 

subsequently, public opinion swings back again to supporting its only 

effective institution. 

It remains to be seen what fruit the recent strains in civil military 

relations will bear, but Pakistanis have a general worldview that the 

military in Pakistan is perhaps the only truly efficient institution left in 

Pakistan. This has been borne out by Army’s handling of the  pandemic 

response, 42 its effectiveness in dealing with recent floods in Pakistan, 43 

when the civilian machinery seemed ineffective, 44 and of course the 

counter terrorism successes which can be mainly attributed to Pakistan 

military.45 The National Disaster Management Authority (NDMA) and 

the NCOC have been both managed by the military and have played a 

focal role in coordinating Pakistan’s response to the pandemic.46 

Pakistanis tend to have little faith in their public sector institutions, and 

the army seems to have filled this vacuum by effectively taking over 

some of these functions. This Pakistani lack of trust extends particularly 

to rule of law and the criminal justice sector.47  

In terms of military might, Pakistan's army does not lag behind many 

armies of the developed world. As the sixth largest army in the world, 

the Pakistani army is surprisingly popular in Pakistan despite being 

credited for derailing the democratic process in Pakistan more than once. 
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Leaving value judgments aside, it seems at least unambiguous that the 

military in Pakistan is perceived as a powerful and functional institution 

which has not only led the initiative of shaping Pakistan's foreign policy, 

quite clearly in context of India centrism and Pak-US relations, but in 

preparedness to terrorism and natural disasters as well. Many in Pakistan 

are still nostalgic for spurts of progress during military dictatorship 

eras.48 Thus, at least in terms of clarity, military is perceived as the most 

functional institution in Pakistan, and India centrism is not just perceived 

by the ruling elite as a main driver of foreign policy but is also widely 

prevalent in the masses.  
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Economy, power and security 

Economic capacity of statehood  as variable of power affects upon the 

exercise of power by actors which are used as  instruments of power in 

a state.49 In other words, a state uses its armed forces, intelligence 

agencies, and other organs in exercising state power, while the 

magnitude of power exercised depends to a large extent upon economic 

conditions of that state.50 Rational choice decisions regarding national 

security become limited when there are challenges facing the state, such 

as economic problems commonly faced by developing and under 

developed countries.  A viable option for a financially secure state may 

not be feasible for one facing economic challenges. While Socio cultural 

factors such as the religious, ethnic and nationalist environments of the 

state play a part in national security uncertainty, they all become 

exacerbated in times of economic recessions, ethnic and nationalist 

violence etc.    

Robert Gilpin sates that, “a more wealthy and a more powerful state . . . 

will select a larger bundle of security and welfare goals than a less 

wealthy and less powerful state."51 Whatever the aspirations of a state, 

unless it has the resources available to operationalize them, these goals 

will remain out of reach till the state has overcome its resource 

challenges.52 In this context, government effectiveness has direct 

bearing on the national security environment.  

According to the World Bank government index matrix, government 

effectiveness captures perceptions of the quality of public services, the 

quality of the civil service and the degree of its independence from 

political pressures, the quality of policy formulation and implementation, 

and the credibility of the government's commitment to such policies. 

Estimate gives the reviewed country's score on the aggregate indicator, 

in units of a standard normal distribution, i.e. ranging from 

approximately -2.5 to 2.5. 53  

Regulatory Quality captures perceptions of the ability of the government 

to formulate and implement sound policies and regulations that permit 

and promote private sector development. Percentile rank indicates the 

country's rank among all countries covered by the aggregate indicator, 

with 0 corresponding to lowest rank, and 100 to highest rank. 54 In table 

below, both indicators are reproduced for Pakistan. 
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Table 3: Pakistan’s Government effectiveness 

Table 3: Pakistan’s Government effectiveness 

 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 

Government Effectiveness: 
Estimate 

-0.8 -0.7 -0.7 -0.6 -0.6 -0.7 -0.5 -0.4 

Government Effectiveness: 
Percentile Rank 

22.6 26.9 28.4 30.8 28.4 27.4 32.2 37.5 

Political Stability and Absence of 
Violence/Terrorism: Estimate 

-2.4 -2.5 -2.5 -2.4 -2.3 -2.3 -1.8 -1.7 

Political Stability and Absence of 
Violence/Terrorism: Percentile 
Rank 

3.3 1.4 1.4 1.9 2.8 3.3 5.2 6.6 

Regulatory Quality: Percentile 
Rank 

27.9 28.8 27.4 29.8 28.8 27.9 26.0 26.0 

Rule of Law: Estimate -0.8 -0.8 -0.8 -0.7 -0.7 -0.7 -0.7 -0.6 

 

As can be seen from table 3 above, effectiveness of the Pakistani 

government to deliver governance has been consistently poor. 

Regulatory quality and governance’s effectiveness indices have both 

been falling since 2014; this has a tremendous bearing on how effectively 

problems could be tackled through state apparatus. Indicators of market 

economy and state of democracy have also not improved. For instance, 

the Bertelsmann Transformation Index (BTI) of ‘stateness’55 which 

measures transformation processes toward democracy and a market 

economy in international comparison, also consistently ranks Pakistan 

poorly.56 Out of a total of 137 states under review, Pakistan  ranked at 

101st  position  on the Political Transformation scale, 106th on the 

Economic Transformation scale, and 111th on the Governance Index.57 

Pakistan’s regulatory systems are weak, primarily because regulations 

are often poorly specified, regulatory agencies lack capacity, policy is 

inconsistent and there is a lack of transparency. Legislation is sometimes 

passed, but then not fully rolled out or implemented. 

Pakistan’s lacks behind its neighbors in service delivery in almost all 

social sectors; 58 the Pakistan Economic Survey relates that the country’s 

literacy rate in 2018/19 was at 60%,59 up from 58% in 2015/16, while 

data from UNICEF shows the mortality rate of children under five 

declined slightly from 69.4 per thousand live births in 2018, to 67.2 in 

2019. 60 Water Aid has reported that as much as 17.7 million people in 
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Pakistan lack access to clean drinking water, while 79 million people 

cannot access decent toilet facilities. 61 There are areas of the country 

which lack a cohesive communication and transport infrastructure, 

which implies that citizens in poorly developed areas might travel far to 

seek access to basic facilities such as education and health. Pakistan has 

been struggling with a power shortfall with regular and unscheduled 

‘load shedding’ periods in attempts to alleviate power shortage, with 

devastating effects on industry and commerce. Recently, the government 

has announced a decision to regulate power consumption by state 

mandated market closures.62  

Devolution to grassroots has not succeeded; with general elections held 

recently and hailed as being grossly unfair and ‘rigged,’ local 

government elections that were meant to be held in 2018 nationally have 

not yet taken place in Pakistan. This implies lack of capability or 

willingness to devolve power, even though the legislation to do so is in 

place.63 As a reflection of centralization of power, the PTI government 

in power preferred to use ordinances in place of legislation, which 

implies that power is concentrated and exercised through the 

executive/military axis.64 This trend seems to continue with the 

incumbent government.  

Challenges to established authority preventing governments from 

completing their mandated tenures are common; a loosely allied political 

coalition of opposition groups came together in 2020 to form the 

Pakistan Democratic Movement (PDM), utilizing street power and 

protests for political leverage, as has happened many times with elected 

governments. This parliamentary challenge ultimately affected the 

stepping down of the PTI government through a no confidence motion. 

Moreover, this change was attributed to the Pakistani establishment, a 

tag frequently given to the military /executive axis. The military 

establishment has been perceived to be playing the principal role in 

shaping Pakistan’s foreign policy as well as issues related to internal 

security.65 

In recent years Pakistan has had to deal with a worsening economic 

situation and widening current account and fiscal deficits. This forced 

Pakistan's PTI government to request assistance from the IMF for an 

Extended Fund Facility bailout worth $6 billion, while also requesting 

aid from China, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. These 

bailouts were contingent on several promised economic reforms 



TRENDLINES OF PAKISTAN'S SECURITY CHALLENGES 

27 

including the devaluation of the Pakistani rupee. However, since the 

industry base is not significant and Pakistan relies mostly on import of 

raw materials even for its assembly sector, a decline in imports coupled 

with decreased productive capability has ushered in high levels of 

inflation. The World Bank has estimated that poverty in Pakistan has 

increased from 4.4 per cent to 5.4 per cent in 2020, as over two million 

people have fallen below the poverty line.66 38.3 percent of the 

population in Pakistan (87,089 thousand people in 2020) are multi-

dimensionally poor, while an additional 12.9 percent is classified as 

vulnerable to multidimensional poverty (29,353 thousand people in 

2020).67  

The pandemic has left indelible scars on Pakistan’s education landscape. 

It has been indicated in a World Bank report that learning poverty, 

defined as inability to read and understand a simple text by age, was 

estimated to  go up to 79% as a result of school closures during the 

Covid-19 periods.68 It already stood at 75% when the pandemic 

started.69 All these factors have had serious effects on Pakistan’s ability 

to compete in the international market; In 2019, the World Economic 

Forum’s Global Competitiveness Report ranked Pakistan 110 out of 141 

countries, a decline of three spots since 2018. 70 

Pakistan has a burgeoning youth bulge; 64 percent of the nation is 

younger than 30 and 29 percent of Pakistanis are between ages 15 and 

29. Pakistan has more young people now than at any stage in its life as 

country , a trend which  is forecasted to continue to increase until at least 

2050.71 However , the state has not been able to capitalize on this 

demographic as evidenced by an extremely low Human development 

index(HDI), which has been in steady decline( see table 4 below). 

Table 4: Pakistan HDI 

Table 4: Pakistan HDI 

Year  Pakistan HDI ranking  

2019-20 152 out of 189 countries72 

2020 15473 out of 189 countries 

 

2021 161 out of 192 countries74 
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Pakistan’s current state of economy encourages its enemies such as the 

TTP to taunt the state as well. The TTP has been regularly issuing posts 

on its website Umar media, about how Pakistan has been experiencing 

high levels of socioeconomic and political instability. 75 TTP have 

utilized this window to highlight that Pakistan has been suffering from 

these issues because of "the [Pakistani] government's cruel policies"; this 

presumably is directed towards lack of Sharia implementation as one of 

TTP’s demands. 76  

Thus, limitations of economy have serious impact on rational national 

security choices, a fact that is being recognized in Pakistan.77 In this 

context the Chinese model is relevant for Pakistan whereby China has 

been advancing its security on the back of economic reform; economic 

competitiveness and political resilience ultimately boosts a state’s 

military capability as well. The opposite is true as well.78   

Strategically, security can be achieved not only by the military but by the 

whole progression of the economy. A robust economy is an inject into 

security, while its paucity is a barrier, and no amount of bailouts can help 

a state achieve security indefinitely. In this current economic context, 

Pakistan’s choices to make and improvise, create and expand its rational 

choice security doctrines will remain limited; this particularly has 

bearing on expansive CVE programs which tend to be large scale and 

need to be sustainable in the longer run. This limitation imposed by a 

shrinking economy will particularly affect the latest national internal 

security policy 2022-26 and national counter extremism guidelines 2018, 

which are expansive in scope, and given Pakistan’s current economic 

condition, probably cannot be implemented in entirety. Even partial 

implementation might be a challenge. 
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Terrorism and Pakistan 

Ambiguous threats to national security add to the national security 

uncertainty environment. Such threats tend to operate outside the 

paradigms of a conventional national security strategy, since any such 

strategy would have to be against an identifiable opponent.79 In framing 

strategy, one needs to have an opponent, a conflict, a competition, or a 

situation where an individual or a group is trying to achieve a goal 

against somebody else.80 Uncertainty arises when the threat is so 

diffusely interspersed that it can no longer be recognized by a clearly 

identifiable opponent, but by myriad actors with confusing agendas. 

Historically, in political literature, such uncertainties usually arise after 

major wars such as the World War II, implosion of a rival such as the 

disintegration of Soviet Union, or reconciliation transforming the enemy 

into a friend or at least a neutral.81 Any tensions that arise after such 

major shifts may not be immediately recognizable.  For many observers 

of the Pakistani scenario, 9/11 was a paradigm shaper for the state 

because of Pakistan’s alliance with USA in the GWOT, and the 

subsequent transformation of some of its citizenry into hostiles, 

incrementally increasing terrorism.  

Terrorism is a national uncertainty producer because of its asymmetric 

nature. Terrorist entities vie against a national strategy by adopting 

tactics that can offset the larger resource base of the states. Terrorism as 

a political philosophy does not need to defeat the national security 

strategy of the state in outright battle, but to fatigue it by the ‘war of a 

thousand cuts.’ Thus, terrorism seeks to invoke a state of national 

security uncertainty by exposing the vulnerability of the conventionally 

based national security strategy paradigms, thereby causing the state to 

make adaptations. These changes are what the terrorists will also try to 

manipulate. 

 For instance, terrorists will sometimes try to encourage a heavy backlash 

by the state in the form of military reprisals, which seems illogical as this 

would wipe out more terrorists. However, at the same time, 

uncoordinated and hasty operations may also sometimes cause more 

collateral civilian casualties, thereby turning the opinion of the citizenry 

against a state and vindicating the terrorists' stance that the state is 

tyrannical. This may increase the indoctrination base for terrorists, which 

offsets the losses accrued due to enhancement of military operations.  
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Many factors can create national security uncertainty, but terrorism is the 

most troubling in the twenty first century. Its inherent asymmetry implies 

that it is not easy for a state to be always ready to roll out a preconceived 

plan; the options of negotiation, long or short war, counterinsurgency, 

engagement, or any other strategy are always tricky ground for a state to 

maneuver. In other words, since terrorism is not predictable in any given 

scenario, the responses cannot be just programmed into a national 

security strategy but have to be modulated for every terrorist stimulus in 

its own right. As elaborated below, terrorism has been particularly 

troublesome for Pakistan in producing a national security uncertainty 

environment, since Pakistan has been facing terrorism for a while now. 

National security uncertainty does not usually result from a single 

ambiguous variable but is often multivariate, with an overlay of socio 

cultural and socio-economic factors which can increase or decrease 

security uncertainty. Even a state which has made no enemies within and 

without may still face a rational choice decision about national security.  

A classic example is the traditionally neutral state of Norway, which has 

joined the NATO alliance in the most dramatic shift away from its 

venerated neutrality as possible. The fact that porous borders allow 

insecurity in Europe to permeate its physical and ideological borders, as 

well as a burgeoning immigrant population, are just two of the many 

factors that have promoted this shift. This has arisen from rising national 

security uncertainty more than anything else, since Norway does not 

have a clearly defined enemy. Asymmetric attacks like the one 

perpetrated by a far-right extremist exacerbates the uncertainty 

environment. 82 Just those two extremist attacks in 2011 by neo-Nazi 

Anders Behring Breivik, killing 77 people, has left Norway’s security 

environment scarred even now. 83Thus, paradigm shifts can radically 

alter the security doctrinal scenario of a country even in the absence of a 

clearly defined enemy, with the situation escalating exponentially with 

the presence of one or more. 
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Pakistan’s security response to 

terrorism  

Historically, Pakistani COIN apparatus has focused on pushing the 

militants out of their territorial sanctuaries, and holding these areas, 

consequent to periods where there were sometimes protracted negations 

between the state and militants.84 Previously the state has held negations 

with a number of groups; Lashkar e Islam, TTP Swat, TTP Waziristan, 

TNSM etc. none yielded tangible results beyond short periods of cease 

fire. At one time or the other, negotiations were attempted with Baitullah 

Mehsud, Faqir Muhammad, Fazlullah, Sufi Muhammad, Mangal Bagh, 

and many medium- to top-level militant commanders, with none giving 

the desired results.85 This illuminated some kind of ambiguity within the 

state about the terrorists in Pakistan, either regarding organization, intent 

or capability. However, it seems that the ambiguity has vanished now in 

context of displacing militancy from areas such as Swat and the twin 

Waziristan tribal districts.86 Trend lines now show that the Pakistani 

military is much more successful in tackling the militants head on, and 

the enemy is clearly identifiable now as anti-state terrorist entities. 

Escalating situations have been exacerbating Pakistan’s security 

environments for a long time.  What began as tribal uprisings in FATA 

soon escalated into a full-blown insurgency in Swat and Waziristan in 

ex-FATA (now merged districts) and saw the rise to notoriety of entities 

such as Terek e Taliban Pakistan (TTP), which are now household 

names. Even more worryingly, extremism and radicalization has been on 

rise on Pakistan at an exponential level. These phenomena become 

confusing in the sense that they are widely diffused but sufficiently 

ambiguous in Pakistan inasmuch as they were not immediately 

identifiable as an enemy per-se. The early discourse in Pakistan was 

around ‘good' and ‘bad’ Taliban87 and ‘discontented tribals’ which were 

mishandled by the state and turned to militancy.88 This discourse has 

ultimately died down, which has lent clarity to who the enemy is and 

how to engage them. 

Conservative values are cherished in Pakistani society, and a stream of 

reports in the Western media about ‘‘extremism,’’ ‘‘fundamentalism,’’ 

and the conservative mind-set of the Pakistani public as a monolithic 

entity does nothing to reveal the nuances of the problem. Most Pakistanis 
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continue to live peaceful, mundane existences marked by a mixture of 

progressiveness, conservatism, and traditional Islamic values.89 Since 

the factors which give rise to this 'extremism' is not even properly 

understood by the Pakistani publics and policy makers alike, it is not 

surprising that they continue to remain ambiguous for the world at large. 

The problem is compounded by the constantly morphing nature of 

terrorist entities.90 Thus, even when the entity is identifiable as an 

enemy, the structure of the entity may be not, since it is so fluid. Many 

militant entities have transformed into more ambiguously demarcated 

organizations, such as the LJ which expanded its ambit of sectarian 

terrorism significantly.  Even more confusingly, TTP, the biggest enemy 

of the state, is also not a monolithic entity but has been a constantly 

morphing conglomerate of loosely held 'militant franchises' which could 

constitute anything from a few militants to organized bands of 

thousands.91 From small tribal bands in Pakistan’s northwest to an 

organization based on Afghanistan’s soil and having a symbiotic 

relationship with afghan Taliban who are in government, TTP has 

morphed many times. Thus, even on superficial scrutiny, such kind of 

fluidity clearly presents a dilemma of comprehension to the state.   

Whatever the rationale and causes, a state of national security uncertainty 

is always dangerous, and finding the balance continues to be one of the 

biggest challenges for national security in the twenty first century. One 

of the major problems is that if you are unsure about the intent of your 

opponent, you will not be adequately prepared to meet the challenges 

presented by your opponents' goals, interests, and capabilities. The 

parameters of setting out a national doctrine thus need to be 

comprehended in their intensity, which can be defined in terms of how 

much preparation may be needed to cater to the scale of activities by the 

enemy which constitutes a certain quantum of threat.92  

A state facing a dilemma of comprehension of what it's opponents will 

be (in terms of structure, intent, capability etc.) will not be able to make 

a rational choice decision as to when and how to prepare for a full out 

war, counterinsurgency, engagement or any other measure to counter the 

enemy. For instance, if you are able to define a certain quantum of 

activity as insurgency, you will need to prepare more intensively for a 

counterinsurgency campaign, and vice versa. Preparing for a small war 

and neglecting the proper COIN doctrine will be counterproductive. 
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 Considering the Pakistani case in question, the Pakistani COIN has been 

for long focused on pushing the militants out of their territorial 

sanctuaries and holding these areas. This is the result of a long-drawn-

out process consisting of lots of talking and little fighting till 2009, when 

the Pakistani army decided to engage in full blown offensives that re took 

Swat, and cleared large swathes of territory which the state has held 

successfully. The militants in Pakistan do not seem amenable to 

negotiation, or the political side of COIN, and have in fact used the 

negotiating table as a tactic to interrupt trend lines of operations 

underway at the time. The state initially tried to reason with the militants 

as a logical enemy, but did not gain any useful advantage from it.93 In 

all operations before ‘‘Rah-e-Haq’’ and ‘‘Rah-e-Nijat’’ (see table 5), the 

Pakistani government’s counterinsurgency policy was consistently 

skewed toward negotiating with one warlord or the other.  Ineffective 

military operations overly emphasized destroying infrastructure and 

captured few important militants. They were followed by negotiations, 

which were then usually succeeded by a cease-fire. The intermittent 

cease-fires were violated at whim by the warlords to either strengthen 

their positions or violating terms of the peace agreements by capturing 

security personnel and imposing their radical laws on the local populace. 

 At one time or the other, negotiations were attempted with Baitullah 

Mehsud, Faqir Muhammad, Fazlullah, Sufi Muhammad, and many 

medium- to top-level militant commanders, with none giving the desired 

results94. This reveals that there was ambiguity about the terrorists in 

Pakistan, either regarding organization, intent or capability. If this was 

not so, the responses to challenges faced would have been more coherent. 

However, by mid-2009, military operations became intense, and military 

doctrines of engaging the enemy head on seems to have been more 

successful in terms of displacing militancy from areas such as Swat and 

Waziristan.95  

Trend lines now show that the Pakistani military is much more successful 

in tackling the militants head on.  The state has been learning about its 

enemies gradually, but the learning curve has been and may continue to 

be painful till such time when ambiguity about the enemy remains, as the 

TTP in Afghanistan is a different creature altogether. This remains a 

major challenge for the state.  
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Table 5: Pakistan’s peace deals with the militants and the resulting 

measures. 96 

No Peace deal Result 
Counter-insurgency 

measures 

Coin 
military 
intensity 

Coin- 
impact 

1 

Pakistan entered into 
the Shakai agreement 
with the militant 
commander Nek 
Muhammad Wazir97, 
in South Waziristan.98 

The agreement broke down 
within a month due to 
Wazir's death in 
consequence of a missile 
hitting him on June, 200499. 
This targeted assassination 
was ostensibly carried out 
due to Wazir’s unrelenting 
pro-Taliban and Al Qaeda 
activities. 

Low level Al Qaeda 
arrests, but no 
operation. 
Negotiations ensued. 

Minimal. Minimal. 

2 

Between March and 
July 2004, the 
government imposed 
a blockade of the 
Mehsud area of 
South Waziristan with 
extreme difficulty, 
concluding the 
‘Sararogha 
Accord’100. 

After negotiations, the 
military at that time vacated 
these areas with a specific 
undertaking not to carry out 
similar operations in future.   

Though there was 
peace for a while in 
South Waziristan, the 
insurgency continued 
unabated in North 
Waziristan. 

Minimal. Minimal. 

3 

Attacks on security 
forces resumed in 
South Waziristan in 
July 2005, which led 
to talks, resulting in a 
peace deal101. 

Peace deal soon violated 
by the militants.  

State resumed 
negotiations with the 
tribes. 

Minimal. Minimal. 

4 

A peace deal was 
signed in North 
Waziristan in 
September, 2006 with 
Baitullah Mehsud, for 
avoiding tribal militant 
attacks on Army 
convoys and 
checkpoints. 

Peace deal soon violated 
by the militants.102After the 
agreement, there seemed 
to be persistent reports of 
increase in Taliban attacks 
on coalition forces in 
Afghanistan near the border 
with Waziristan. 

State resumed 
negotiations with 
Mehsud. 

Minimal. Minimal. 

5 

A peace treaty was 
signed in March, 
2007103 between the 
state and Maulvi 
Faqir Muhammad, a 
close associate of 
Maulana Sufi 
Muhammad, head of 
Tanzeem-e-Nifaz-e-
Shariat-e-
Muhammadi (TNSM), 
who later allied 
himself with Mehsud 

The peace deal turned sour 
when 80 students and 
Maulana Liaquat104, 
heading a religious 
seminary at Chenagai, lost 
their lives in an aerial 
attack, supposedly carried 
out by a US unmanned 
drone ,with the subsequent 
responsibility being 
accepted by the Pakistani 
Government. 
 

Negotiations by the 
state, which broke 
down.  

Mild. Mild. 
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No Peace deal Result 
Counter-insurgency 

measures 

Coin 
military 
intensity 

Coin- 
impact 

as his Taliban deputy 
in Bajaur. 

6 

Pakistani 
Government also 
signed a deal in 
Khyber Agency after 
the tribal   operation 
“Sirat-e-
Mustaqqim”105, 

Despite troops being 
withdrawn and militants 
being released, the 
targeted warlord Mangal 
Bagh, heading the Lashkar-
e-Islam in Khyber Agency, 
though initially routed, 
reappeared in September 
2008, and re-established 
himself.106 

Mangal Bagh and 
Lashkar e Islam 
largely left 
undisturbed. 

Moderate. Moderate. 

7 

Consistent flouting of 
terrorist power by 
Fazlullah in Swat 
forced the state to 
launch a military 
offensive against 
Fazlullah in 
November 2007, 
code named 
‘Operation Rah-e-Haq 
I’107. 

Resultantly, negotiations 
were initiated with top 
ranking militant leadership. 
.In April-May 2008, the 
influential Taliban 
ideologue, Maulana Sufi 
Muhammad, head of the 
outlawed Tehreek-e-Nifaze-
Shariat-e-Muhammadi 
(TNSM- The Movement for 
the Implementation of 
Mohammad's Sharia Law) 
was released, and Shariah 
was introduced in the 
Provincially Administrated 
Tribal Areas (PATA)  
.Fazlullah finally forced the 
state’s hands when he 
abducted 38 Frontier Corps 
soldiers and killed three ISI 
personnel in July 
2008,causing  the NWFP 
Government to request the 
army to  come to its aid. 

The Pakistani Army 
launched Operation 
Rah-e-Haq II 
in July 2008108, 
relying on air power 
and artillery, again 
without much success 
against the guerrilla 
tactics of the Taliban. 
Negotiations ensued 
after a half-hearted 
operation. 

Moderate. Moderate. 

8 

The Taliban in Bajaur 
led by Mullah Faqir 
Ahmed opened 
another front; the 
Army was forced to 
withdraw substantial 
number of troops 
from Swat to 
concentrate on the 
area contiguous to 
Durand Line 
(Operation 
Sherdill109). 

Negotiations. 
Peace deal, later 
violated by the 
militants.  

Moderate. Moderate. 

9 
Fazlullah continued 
his militant activities 
unabated. 

As negotiations again 
involving Sufi Muhammad 
made no headway, 

Negotiations broke 
down again, with Sufi 
Muhammad being 

Moderate. Moderate. 
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No Peace deal Result 
Counter-insurgency 

measures 

Coin 
military 
intensity 

Coin- 
impact 

Operation ‘Rah -e-Haq III’ 
was launched in January 
2009 to secure the main 
supply lines to the district 
capital Mingora in Swat. 

involved in another 
round of talks as a 
mediator between the 
state and the Taliban. 

10 

Peace negotiations 
with Maulvi-Faqir-
Mohammad-led tribal 
militants seemed to 
be making no 
headway.   

A full-scale military 
operation in Bajaur was 
launched on Aug 6, 2008. 
The Bajaur operation was 
pursued much more 
vigorously than previous 
ones. 

A military operation 
initiated in earnest, 
which caused 
displacement of 
hundreds of 
thousands of 
internally displaced 
persons. 

Severe. Significant. 

11 

Negotiations involving 
Sufi Muhammad 
regarding the 
implementation of 
‘Nizam e Adal’ in 
Swat and Malakand 
areas initiated. 

Taliban seemed to be 
spreading beyond Swat to 
adjacent areas like Buner, 
consistently flouting the 
terms of the peace accord. 

Operation ‘Rah e 
Haq-4’ launched in 
earnest in May 2009, 
generating up to two 
million IDPs. 

Severe. Significant. 

12 

Short hiatus after the 
first battle of Swat as 
it came to known 
broke down.  

April 2009 government 
troops and the Tehreek-e-
Taliban Pakistan began to 
clash once again, and in 
May the government 
launched military 
operations throughout the 
district and elsewhere to 
oppose the Tehreek-e-
Taliban Pakistan 

Rah-e-Rast, began in 
May 2009 and 
involved the Pakistani 
Army and Tehreek-e-
Taliban Pakistan 
militants in a fight for 
control of the Swat 
district of Pakistan. 

Severe 

Drastic- 
Swat valley 

almost 
cleared of 
militants 

 

Another round of talks 
reportedly took place 
in late 2011, 
confirmed by the 
TTP's deputy 
commander, Maulvi 
Faqir Mohammad.110 

TTP declared the Pakistani 
government had released 
145 members of the militant 
group as a gesture of 
goodwill, while the TTP had 
pledged a ceasefire. 
 

This round of talks 
was not confirmed by 
government officials 
and the Taliban also 
later denied that 
discussions were 
taking place, insisting 
that it would only 
happen if Islamabad 
agreed to impose 
Sharia. 

Minimal Minimal 

 
In 2013 the TTP 
again expressed 
willingness to talk. 

Later that year Maulana 
Samiul Haq, chief of his 
own faction of Jamiat 
Ulema-i-Islam and then-
chairman of the Pakistan 
Defence Council, was 
tasked to create a feasible 
environment to initiate a 
dialogue with the TTP. 

The group dismissed 
the idea of peace 
talks completely in 
December 2013, 
claiming they had 
information that plans 
for military action 
against them were 
already under way. 
 

Minimal Minimal 
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No Peace deal Result 
Counter-insurgency 

measures 

Coin 
military 
intensity 

Coin- 
impact 

 

Military Operation 
Zarb-e Azb began in 
the tribal regions of 
Pakistan on June 
15th, 2014. 

The operation was 
launched in North 
Waziristan along the 
Pakistan-Afghanistan 
border as a renewed effort 
against militancy.   

The operation 
established the writ of 
the government within 
the Tribal Regions 
and received 
widespread support 
from the Pakistani 
political, defence and 
civilian sectors. Zarb-
e-Azb was followed 
by Operation Radd-ul-
Fasaad that began in 
February 2017. 
 

Severe 

Marked 
improveme
nt in overall 

security 
situation.111 
As a result 

of the 
operation 

the military 
estimated 
that over 

3,500 TTP 
members 

were 
killed.112 

 

Radd ul Fasad 
operation was 
conducted by the 
army countrywide113.  

The steps were taken due 
to a sudden upsurge in 
suicide attacks, primarily by 
the terrorist cell Jamat ul 
Ahrar (Operation Ghazi). 
The operation was 
announced as ‘the 
refocusing of efforts in 
accordance with the NAP. 

The operation in 2020 
is said to have 
thwarted more than 
400 terrorist plots 
across the country 
since 2017.114 During 
the campaign, the 
Pakistan military 
carried out more than 
49,000 intelligence-
based operations 
against terrorism. Writ 
of state in   tribal 
areas was said to be 
fully restored. 
According to official 
figures, the Pakistan 
Army launched a total 
of 1,200 operations 
out of which 350 were 
large scale. The 
military was also able 
to seal the porous 
1,450 km of 2,611 km 
Afghanistan border 
with fences, 
reinforcing it with 843 
security forts.115 

Severe 

Drastic- the 
operation 
seemed to 
improve the 

domestic 
security 
situation 

tremendous
ly. 
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Peace deals with militants 

Conventionally, COIN regimes are said to be 80% political and 20% 

military in nature. 116 However, the first thing which becomes obvious 

is that when the military aspect of the COIN in Pakistan is insignificant, 

the impact seems to be on the minimal side. This is arguably a 

vindication of the proponents of the ‘hard line’ stance towards militants 

such as the Taliban; they do not seem too amenable to the political aspect 

of COIN utilizing negotiations. In fact, they have apparently used the 

negotiation table as a tactic to gain time, interrupting trend lines of 

operations which were underway at the time. The state always tried to 

reason with the militants as a logical enemy but have not gained any 

useful advantage from it; if they had, the COIN impact column in the 

matrix would have responded with a significant reading in response to 

deals offered by the state.  

The militants, on the other hand have used the time between intervening 

peace deals to entrench themselves, which is obvious from their gradual 

pervasion of the tribal areas and Swat. It is only when the state’s patience 

had been exhausted that full scale military operations have begun, which 

have resulted in significant results in the form of re-capture of territory 

from the militants, and a marked decrease in intensity of suicide attacks 

in the country.   

There has been a consistent trend line about negotiating with the 

terrorists as a viable conflict resolution mechanism. Talks were initiated 

and invariably broke down. There has hardly been any interruption in 

this trend line; TTP enters notations with the state then finds pretexts to 

break off these negotiations. The latest talks have been failures as well; 

shrouded in secrecy, rumors emerged in late 2021 of amnesty being 

offered to TTP in return for laying down arms.117 The subsequent 

temporary ceasefire suffered a blow when a key member of TTP, Umar 

Khalid Khorasan, died in an unclaimed attack in Afghanistan on  August 

7, 2022. 118 Just prior, in June 2022, Pakistani army had sought 

parliamentary approval for continued engagement with the country’s 

deadliest terrorist organization. 119  TTP had demanded the reversal of 

the 2018 merger of the Federally Administered Tribal Agencies (FATA) 

into Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province (KPK). 120 In November 2022, TTP 

announced an end to the June ceasefire agreement and directed its cadres 

to carry out attacks across the country.121 Thus, there are clear trend lines 
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that TTP tends to use negotiations as a strategy tool rather than a 

sincerely meant dispute resolution policy. 

A typical pattern of radicalization and its subsequent COIN response by 

the state has occurred; militancy would take root in a village or a small 

region, and little would be done in response by the local government or 

police forces to resist the same. When the problem escalated, either there 

would be a military operation which caused a blowback, or negotiations 

would ensue.122 In any case, there would be a tendency to negotiate with 

the militants at some point in time. However, the political side of the 

COIN regime would be inconsistent; the Pakistani tendency has been to 

allow partial, incremental, or deliberately staggered concessions that 

have tended to drag out over a substantial period of time. They have thus 

added to the malady instead of relieving it.  

As is obvious from the COIN matrix,123 this incrementalism provided time 

and opportunities to the terrorists for intentionally provoking the Pakistani state 

in hopes of derailing the smooth progress of negotiated compromise in the 

short term, so that they could re-radicalize their own community and actually 

escalate their efforts toward even greater gains in the long term. This is borne 

out by the COIN impact column of the matrix, which has shown dismal 

response to the peace deals offered by the state.  It can also be seen that even 

when a settlement projected as really effective was negotiated with the 

Taliban, they have tended to remain motivated to continue attacks;124 this is 

because the concessions tended to create an ‘expectation threshold.’125  

It’s obvious that military operations have had a significant effect in 

reducing the militancy and terrorism in Pakistan during the period 

between 2014-21, while talks with militants have not had much effect. 

This leads to the obvious conclusion that military operations have been 

at the heart of the effective security policy, with the overwhelming 

majority of these carried out by the military. By implication, Pakistani 

military remains the most potent counter insurgency and counter 

terrorism tool against terrorism. Whatever role the law enforcement has 

had is open to debate but judging by the Rule of law indices and the 

tendency of the military authorities to be the main players in counter 

terrorism operations, one could assume that the role of LEAs is 

secondary to military operations, and LEAs are probably incapable of 

disrupting terrorism on their own. They might have some efficacy in 

investigating individual terrorism cases, but probably cannot disrupt 

entire terrorist networks on their own, in the absence of military 

operations.  
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Terrorism rising  

In 2019, Pakistan had recorded its lowest number of terror-related deaths 

since 2006, with fatalities declining by 45% from 543 in 2018 to 300 in 

2019. 126This downward trend began after terrorist attacks reached their 

peak in 2013. TTP emerged as the deadliest terror group in 2019, 

responsible for 73 deaths. Other notable groups included Lashkar-e-

Jhangvi (LeJ) and Hizb-ul-Ahrar (HuA), which accounted for 21 and 20 

deaths respectively. This significant reduction in terrorism can be 

attributed to comprehensive counter-terrorism operations led by 

Pakistani military and security forces against various militant groups, 

including TTP and the Khorasan Chapter. The most impacted regions in 

2019 were Balochistan and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, accounting for 77% 

of terrorist attacks and 85% of deaths.127 

In 2020, Pakistan experienced a significant further decline in terrorist 

activities, with 146 incidents, including three suicide bombings, marking 

a 38% decrease from the previous year. This decrease also led to a 

substantial drop in casualties, with 220 lives lost (a 38% decrease from 

2019) and 547 injuries. Security forces and law enforcement personnel 

faced significant losses, with 97 personnel killed and 113 injured. 

Civilians suffered 94 fatalities and 372 injuries. 

In 2021, the downward trend abruptly reversed with a 42% increase in 

terrorist attacks, totalling 207 incidents, including five suicide bombings. 

This surge resulted in 335 deaths, a 52% increase from the previous year, 

and 555 injuries. TTP, local Taliban factions, and Islamic State Khorasan 

(ISK) carried out 128 attacks, up from 95 in 2020, resulting in 236 deaths 

and 278 injuries.128 Baloch insurgents intensified their activities, 

causing substantial casualties. One of the significant shifts of this surge 

was that the security forces casualties had increased more than civilian 

deaths, implying that security forces were being increasingly targeted.  

In 2023, Pakistan experienced the highest number of terrorist attacks 

between 2019-23, with 306 incidents, marking a further 17% increase 

from the previous year. Major terrorist groups, including the TTP, ISK 

and Balochistan Liberation Army (BLA), were responsible for 78% of 

the attacks and 82% of the fatalities. Again, the security forces were the 

target of such attacks. There was a marked escalation in brazen attacks 

on security forces in Pakistan.  For instance, in August 2022, militants 

attacked a police station in Turbat, southern Balochistan, using suicide 
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bombers and gunmen to breach the security perimeter. The Baloch 

Liberation Army (BLA) claimed responsibility for the attack, indicating 

its intention to target state security apparatus. In February 2024, militants 

stormed a police station in Zhob, northern Balochistan, using explosives 

to breach the station's defences and engage in a fierce gun battle with 

police officers inside. The attacks were attributed to the BLA's intention 

to escalate its campaign against state institutions. 

Thus, terrorism is not only on the rise through the reorganization of TTP, 

but nationalist groups have also found a window to challenge the state. 

The problem is compounded by the fact that TTP and many other groups 

are now operating primarily from command-and-control centres outside 

Pakistan. TTP and BLA amongst other groups, now have sanctuary in 

Afghanistan, which makes the situation even more complicated. The 

terrorism scenario is thus even more tied into the international power-

politics than previously. 
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India centrism 

The most constant theme on security which runs throughout the entire 

thread of Pakistan’s security doctrine is India centrism and distrust of 

Afghanistan. Another thread is the distrust and paradoxically, reliance 

on America. John West in his book on the importance of Asia says, 

“today, Asia is sitting on a knife edge," 129 which pertains particularly to 

South Asia where Pakistan occupies a pivotal position. Certainly, 

Pakistan’s geographic situation has its peculiar problems. Situated at the 

crossroads of an area with geostrategic importance to multiple competing 

players with hegemonic aspirations, Pakistan could have been a warm 

water gateway for oil rich Central Asia and land-locked Afghanistan, for 

mutually advantageous global trade.130 It has yet to achieve this 

aspiration.  

One of the reasons for this is that Pakistan has been always preoccupied 

with its strategic internal security outlook; deeply rooted mistrust toward 

both Afghanistan and India in the wake of partition of India has been the 

cornerstone of Pakistan’s foreign as well as internal security policy (see 

timeline). During partition Afghanistan rebutted the Durand Line 

between Afghanistan and the newly formed state of Pakistan, while 

Indian and Pakistan were embroiled in the Kashmir issue and division of 

assets and the Indus basin water dispute. This historical legacy survives 

and drives Pakistan’s security policy till now.  
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Table 6: India-Pakistan relationship trends 

Year Scenario 
Situation- Dark Grey 

denotes deterioration, 
Light Grey improvement 

 Partition of the Indian subcontinent.  

1947/48 
The first India-Pakistan war over Kashmir is fought. Fighting 
continues through the second half of 1948, with the war officially 
ending on January 1, 1949. 

 

1954 
 The accession of Jammu and Kashmir to India is ratified by the 
state’s constituent assembly. 

 

1957 
The Jammu and Kashmir constituent assembly approves a 
constitution.  

 

1963 
Foreign ministers of India and Pakistan hold talks regarding the 
Kashmir dispute.  

 

1964 
Following the failure of the 1963 talks, Pakistan refers the Kashmir 
case to the UN Security Council. 

 

1965 India and Pakistan fight their second war.   

1966 

Indian Prime Minister and Pakistani President Ayyub Khan sign 
an agreement at Tashkent, agreeing to withdraw to pre-August 
lines; they also agree on restoring economic and diplomatic 
relations. 

 

1971 
India and Pakistan go to war a third time, this time over East 
Pakistan. East Pakistan becomes the independent country of 
Bangladesh on December 6, 1971. 

 

1972 

Shimla agreement is signed by which the two countries put an end 
to the conflict and agree to settle any disputes “by peaceful 
means”. 

The Shimla Agreement designates the ceasefire line of December 
17, 1971, as the new “Line-of-Control (LoC)” between the two 
countries. 

 

1974 
The Kashmiri state government affirms that the state “is a 
constituent unit of the Union of India”.  

 

1988 
The two countries sign an agreement that neither side will attack 
the other’s nuclear installations or facilities.  

 

1989 Armed resistance to Indian rule in the Kashmir valley begins.   

1991 
The two countries sign agreements on providing advance 
notification of military exercises and troop movements, as well as 
on preventing airspace violations and establishing overflight rules. 

 

1992 
A joint declaration prohibiting the use of chemical weapons is 
signed in New Delhi. 

 

1996 
Following a series of clashes, military officers from both countries 
meet at the LoC in order to ease tensions. 
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Year Scenario 
Situation- Dark Grey 

denotes deterioration, 
Light Grey improvement 

 Partition of the Indian subcontinent.  

1998 

India detonates five nuclear devices at Pokhran while Pakistan 
responds by detonating six nuclear devices of its own in the 
Chaghai. The tests result in international sanctions being placed 
on both countries. In the same year, both countries carry out tests 
of long-range missiles. 

 

1999 
Pakistani and Indian premieres sign the Lahore Declaration, 
reaffirming their commitment to the Shimla Accord, and agree to 
undertake a number of ‘Confidence Building Measures’ (CBMs). 

 

1999 
Kargil conflict breaks out in May, the fourth war between India and 
Pakistan. 

 

2001 
Tensions along the Line of Control remain high, with 38 people 
killed in an attack on the Kashmiri assembly in Srinagar.  

 

2001 

On December 13, an armed attack on the Indian parliament in 
New Delhi leaves 14 people dead. India blames Lashkar-e-Taiga 
and Jadish-e-Muhammad for the attacks. The attacks lead to a 
massing of India’s and Pakistan’s militaries along the LoC. The 
standoff ends in October 2002, after international mediation. 

 

2004 

Vajpayee and Musharraf hold direct talks at the 12th SAARC 
summit in Islamabad in January, and the two countries’ foreign 
secretaries meet later in the year. The Composite Dialogue 
Process starts, in which bilateral meetings are held between 
officials at various levels of government. 

 

2006 

India redeploys 5,000 troops from Jammu and Kashmir, citing an 
“improvement” in the situation there, but the two countries are 
unable to reach an agreement on withdrawing forces from the 
Sachem glacier. 

 

2007 
On February 18, the train service between India and Pakistan (the 
Samjhauta Express) is bombed near Panipat, north of New Delhi. 
Sixty-eight people are killed, and dozens injured. 

 

2008 
India joins a framework agreement between Turkmenistan, 
Afghanistan and Pakistan on a $7.6bn gas pipeline project. A 
series of Kashmir-specific CBMs is also agreed. 

 

2008 

In July, India blames Pakistan for a bomb attack on the Indian 
embassy in Kabul, which kills 58 and injures another 141. 

In October, cross-LoC trade commences, though it is limited to 21 
items and can take place on only two days a week. 

 

2008 

On November 26, armed gunmen open fire on civilians at several 
sites in Mumbai, India. The attacks on the Taj Mahal Palace & 
Tower, the Oberoi Trident Hotel, the Chhatrapati Shivaji Terminus, 
Leopold Cafe, Cama Hospital, Nariman House Jewish community 
Centre, Metro Cinema, St Xavier’s College and in a lane near the 
Times of India office, prompt an almost three-day siege of the Taj, 
where gunmen remain holed up until all but one of them are killed 
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Year Scenario 
Situation- Dark Grey 

denotes deterioration, 
Light Grey improvement 

 Partition of the Indian subcontinent.  

in an Indian security forces operation. More than 160 people are 
killed in the attacks. In the wake of the attacks, India breaks off 
talks with Pakistan. 

2010 
In January, Pakistani and Indian forces exchange fire across the 
LoC in Kashmir in a string of such incidents. 

 

2011 

In January, Indian Home Secretary says India will share 
information with Pakistan regarding the 2001 Samjhauta Express 
bombing. The two countries’ foreign secretaries meet in Thimpu, 
Bhutan, in February, and agree to resume peace talks “on all 
issues”. 

 

2013 
In January, India and Pakistan trade accusations of violating the 
ceasefire in Kashmir. 

 

2016 

India claims to have launched what it calls “surgical strikes” on 
“terrorist units” in Pakistan-administered Kashmir in September, 
less than two weeks after an attack on an Indian army base leaves 
19 soldiers dead. Pakistan denies the attacks on its soil took 
place. 

 

2019 

In the early hours of February 26, India conducts air attacks 
against what it calls Pakistan-based rebel group Jaish-e-
Mohammad (JeM)’s “biggest training camp”, killing “a very large 
number of terrorists”.131 Subsequently, India breaches Pakistan 
airspace; an Indian MiG-21 aircraft was shot down and its pilot 
captured. The pilot was subsequently handed over to India by 
Pakistan 

 

2020 

Hafiz Saeed is sentenced for a collective imprisonment of 21 
years on terror financing charges in four cases.132 

 

 

2021 India- Pakistan sign a cease-fire agreement in Feb 2021.133  

2022 
Only three minor incidents of cross-border skirmishes were 
recorded by the end of the year along the Line of Control (LoC).134 

 

2023 

In 2022 and 2023, Indian central government cracked down on 
independent media in Jammu & Kashmir, redrew the electoral 
map to privilege Hindu-majority areas in Kashmir, and held a G20 
tourism meeting in Srinagar. 

In May 2023, at the Shanghai Cooperation Organization summit 
in India, the foreign ministers of India and Pakistan exchanged hot 
words over Kashmir.  

A month after the Shanghai summit, U.S. President Joe Biden and 
Modi made a joint statement at the White House calling for 
Pakistan to “take immediate action” against extremist groups 
operating in its territories and to bring the perpetrators of the 2008 
attacks in Mumbai to justice.  
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Year Scenario 
Situation- Dark Grey 

denotes deterioration, 
Light Grey improvement 

 Partition of the Indian subcontinent.  

Pakistan Foreign Ministry responded by summoning the U.S. 
deputy chief of mission to reprimand the United States for 
encouraging “India’s baseless and politically motivated narrative 
against Pakistan,” reminding US about Pakistan’s continued 
cooperation and support for America against terrorism in the 
region.  

In December 2023, India formally requested the extradition of 
Hafiz Saeed, which was rejected by Pakistan, citing the lack of a 
bilateral extradition treaty between the two countries. 

Cross border skirmishes between the countries resumed.135 

 

The Uri and especially Pulwama attacks in 2019 in Indian occupied 

Kashmir were alleged by India to be masterminded by Pakistan through 

Kashmiri fighters.  Military tensions between the two nuclear neighbors 

touched new heights as JeM claimed responsibility. Ostensibly as 

revenge, on February 26, 2019, Indian Air Force crossed the Line of 

Control and launched airstrikes against Pakistan ‘s territory at Balakot. 

In the ensuing air skirmish between Indian and Pakistani air forces, an 

Indian MiG-21 aircraft was shot down and its pilot captured; the pilot 

was subsequently handed over to India by Pakistan. In August the same 

year, India repealed Articles 370 and altered Kashmir’s constitutional 

status, which Pakistan considers to be a violation of U.N. Security 

Council resolutions and the Shimla Agreement.136 

In turn, as evidence of Indian sponsored state terrorism, Pakistan paraded   

Kulbushan Yadhav on media; Yadav was arrested in 2016 in Baluchistan 

over allegations of being an Indian intelligence operative who had been 

tasked with orchestrating terrorism and subversive activities in 

Pakistan.137 The pendulum of accusations has swung in both directions, 

with both states calling each other the biggest terrorist and violator of 

human rights. 

Pakistan has taken some action against militant outfits like the Lashkar-

e-Taiba (Let), sentencing Hafiz Saeed, the leader of the Let, to 11 years 

in prison for terrorism financing, and another senior leader, Zaki-ur-

Rehman Lakhvi, sentenced to five years for similar charges. As much as 

in response to international pressures, this was viewed as a move to 

facilitate the exit of Pakistan from the FATF grey list, which had become 

a hanging economic sword for Pakistan. Pakistan has now exited the grey 
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list, and even though its monetary institutions have a much greater 

amount of due diligence built in than previously, much yet remains to be 

done.138 

Pakistan’s punitive actions against Jaish-e-Mohammad were also 

stepped up; Jem was held responsible by India for the Pulwama attack in 

2019. Again, this was less to do with appeasing India in some way but is 

more of an attempt by Pakistan to reintegrate itself within the global 

economic system, by being taken out of the FATF grey list.139 

As the timeline shows, there has been no significant headway on core 

issues like Kashmir, Siachen glacier or Sir Creek. Trade140 and cultural 

exchanges have done little so far to counter hardline constituencies in 

India and Pakistan, which argue that the other state is resolutely 

antagonistic to core interests of the other. The Pakistani publics have also 

been disdainful regarding Pakistan’s relationship with India in trade 

etc.141 Thus, there seems to be little chance that there would be a political 

breakthrough on core issues, and mutual suspicion of each other would 

tend to remain the state of affairs.142 India centrism, therefore, is going 

to continue being the dominant theme in Pakistan’s foreign policy and 

national security outlook.  
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Afghanistan 

Afghanistan as usual remains a problem for Pakistan. All Afghan 

Governments since Pakistan's independence have refused to recognize 

the Durand Line drawn up during the colonial era, which delineates 

borders between the two countries. Afghanistan has tended to assert 

territorial claims over parts of Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa province of 

Pakistan in the spirit of Pashtun nationalism, and even fostered a 

separatist movement calling for 'Pakhtoonistan' in the 1950s. Thus, 

strictly in terms of national security doctrines, it seems logical that 

Afghanistan would be viewed with suspicion by Pakistan, and the afghan 

jihad and its ensuing fallout has done nothing to improve relations 

between the two countries, notwithstanding the fact that Pakistan is host 

to many afghan refugees.  

 The close ties of Afghanistan with India further exacerbate Pakistan's 

distrust of the former; India's strategic partnership agreement with 

Afghanistan in 2011 was the precursor of huge amounts of Indian aid 

flowing to Afghanistan, estimated at $2 billion over the last decade. India 

was heavily involved in training and equipping afghan security forces.143 

This 'India leaning' of Afghanistan's government promoted Pakistan to 

favor the IPI natural gas pipeline bypassing Afghanistan, over the   TAPI 

pipeline.144    

On August 15, 2021, the Taliban victory and control of Kabul therefore 

seemed to many Pakistanis a triumph inasmuch as Afghanistan had been 

secured by the Taliban, that had ties with Pakistan, and India seemed 

defeated in Afghanistan.145 Even though Pakistan played a central part, 

other players were involved too; Taliban were brought to the negotiating 

table by regional powers including Russia, China, and Qatar. However, 

it did not transpire that Afghanistan had been secured by a compliant 

regime; there were signs that Taliban wanted to have a more expansive 

foreign policy, rather than just relying on Pakistan.146 

Another sore issue is the TTP, which has become emboldened since they 

are now based in Afghanistan and are firmly allied with the afghan 

Taliban. TTP have stepped up attacks in Pakistan, accounting for a 50% 

upward spike in terrorist attacks since the Taliban returned to power in 

Afghanistan.147 
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Taliban view Pakistan’s border facing with Afghanistan as “one-sided” 

and “illegitimate,” and have been trying to dismantle it at many places 

along the Durand Line. 148 In Pakistani areas bordering Afghanistan, this 

has had repercussions for law and order, with a systemic increase in 

demand for  extortions, kidnappings for ransom, and other forms of 

racketeering that is associated with terrorism financing.149 

 India had been inching closer to Afghanistan after its Agreement of 

Strategic Partnership (ASP) with Afghanistan in 2011150, which rankled 

with Pakistan. This Indo-afghan rapprochement was seen to be in 

coordination with the United States, since USA had acknowledged 

Indian support to not just train but also equip the afghan security forces. 
151 It was therefore not surprising that many in Pakistan saw the Taliban's 

takeover of Afghanistan in 2021 as a strategic victory for Pakistan. Many 

Pakistanis celebrated the Taliban takeover, including the Pakistani 

premier who declared that Afghans had broken the "shackles of 

slavery."152 Ascendance of Taliban was perceived as a blow to archrival 

India, which seemed to lose all traction with the ousting of the US-

backed Afghan government. As the Taliban presumably would never 

seek an alliance with ‘infidel’ India, Pakistani elation over this victory 

was rampant. This turned into consternation in 2022 as the TTP stepped 

up attacks against Pakistan from Afghani soil, with the Taliban 

seemingly reluctant to rein in their allies, the anti-Pakistan TTP. This is 

indeed a lengthy debate worthy of separate research but suffice it to say 

that there has not been much headway made through the Taliban 

government, to rein in the TTP. 

 Frustrated by lack of headway, Pakistan made a decision to conduct 

cross-border airstrikes in Afghanistan, targeting TTP bases. Presumably, 

these cross-border strikes were driven by the urgent need to address the 

threat posed by the TTP. The TTP's ability to operate from Afghan 

territory, particularly in provinces like Paktika and Khost, poses a direct 

challenge to Pakistan's security. Despite the Afghan government's 

assurances and the Taliban's promises to prevent Afghan soil from being 

used for attacks against Pakistan, the TTP has continued to launch cross-

border attacks, undermining Pakistan's efforts to maintain peace and 

stability. 

In response to these threats, Pakistan launched airstrikes aimed at 

eliminating TTP leadership and disrupting their operations. These strikes 

by Pakistan were described as "retaliatory," in response to some attack 

carried out TTP against the Pakistani state. 153 Consequently, the 
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airstrikes have exacerbated tensions between Islamabad and Kabul. The 

Afghan government, led by the Taliban, has condemned these strikes as 

violations of Afghanistan's sovereignty and territorial integrity. Kabul's 

response, including claims of retaliatory fire across the border into 

Pakistan, indicates a further deterioration in bilateral relations. The 

ongoing conflict between Pakistan and the TTP, and the cross-border 

nature of this conflict, contributes to the broader instability in the region. 

Afghanistan, still grappling with its internal security challenges 

following the Taliban's return to power, could become further 

destabilized if cross-border violence escalates. Thus, even though one 

regime (Taliban) has replaced another (Karzai), the challenges have not 

disappeared; Afghanistan continues to be a major security pre-

occupation for Pakistan. 
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China & the region 

Pakistan’s alliance with China and CPEC add another layer of 

complexity to the issues, with both India and Pakistan vying for regional 

dominance. Pakistan’s Gwadar Port occupies a strategic position because 

of its proximity to  the Strait of Hormuz, which is the conduit for a large 

volume of global oil and maritime trade,154 with the potential for opening 

up the oil rich central Asian republics.  

Indian agreement with Iran in 2016 to sign the Chabahar Port agreement 

was seen by many in Pakistan as the quest for strategic balance, against 

Pakistan’s strategic axis with China through the Gwadar port.155 Pakistan 

has been a key player in the Chinese Belt & Road initiative. The Chinese 

‘belt’ part has six proposed corridors, including I) Bangladesh-India-

Myanmar Economic Corridor (BIMEC), ii) The China-Indochina 

Peninsula Economic Corridor (CICPEC), iii) The China-Central & West 

Asia Economic Corridor (CCWAEC), iv) The New Eurasian Land 

Bridge (NELB), v) the China-Mongolia-Russia Economic Corridor 

(CMREC) and vi) the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC).156  

Besides the obvious economic incentives to Pakistan, many Pakistani 

observers opine that the CPEC has a vital strategic depth. The 

Geopolitical axis is changing because of the China-US shift in global and 

regional geopolitical and geo-economics, while Indo-US strategic 

alliances deepen Pakistan’s insecurity to rely even more on China to 

reduce Pakistan’s insularity in the south Asian  region.157 Maleeha Lodhi 

says: “Pakistan’s greatest security challenges will continue to emanate 

from its neighborhood — from the unsettled situation on its border with 

an unstable Afghanistan and from troubled relations with India. An 

imposing foreign policy challenge will be to navigate the growing 

confrontation between the United States and China, two global powers 

with which Pakistan has its most important bilateral relationships. Ties 

with China will remain an overriding priority for Islamabad……Pakistan 

seeks a reset of ties with the United States, but relations will inevitably 

be affected by Washington’s standoff with Beijing. …. Aspects of 

America’s Indo-Pacific strategy also have security implications for 

Pakistan, not least because it injects Cold War dynamics into the Indian 

Ocean, which Islamabad has long sought to prevent becoming India’s 

Ocean”.158 



TRENDLINES OF PAKISTAN'S SECURITY CHALLENGES 

52 

Pakistan’s relationship with China has been described as an ‘all weather 

relationship.’ Despite challenges such as the COVID-19 pandemic and 

political shifts in Pakistan, the CPEC continues to expand, encompassing 

agriculture, industry, and technology. The CPEC and BRI initiatives 

have attracted scrutiny from the US, which perceives them as challenges 

to its geopolitical influence. This rivalry has colored global perceptions 

of the CPEC, with allegations of debt diplomacy emerging. Nonetheless, 

Pakistan views the CPEC as integral to its economic strategy and a 

symbol of its strong partnership with China. 

In the context of US-China competition, South Asia has become a focal 

point of geopolitical tension. Both Pakistan and China seek stability with 

India, despite ongoing conflicts and recent border disputes. The situation 

in Afghanistan adds further complexity, with both countries advocating 

for a stable and inclusive Afghan government and exploring ways to 

incorporate Afghanistan into the CPEC for regional development.159 
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USA 

Pakistan has a mutual love-hate relationship with the US. General Joseph 

Vote, the US CENTCOM [Central Command] head rightly saying: “As 

a state possessing nuclear weapons that sits at the nexus of Russian, 

Chinese, Indian, Iranian, and US geopolitical interests, Pakistan will 

always be a country of importance to the United States.”160 On the other 

hand, with changes in Pakistan’s scenario, Pakistan has had varying 

relationships with US. Flexibility of diplomatic postures implies whether 

a state is able to keep its strategic position more fluid according to 

changing alliances and geo postural or geo postural shifts or prefers to 

keep short term alliances and postures which may not be so fluid but 

reflect a state's long term worldview towards its place in the world.161 

Fluidity of such strategic posture is most apparent in Pakistan's recent 

relations with the US.  

Notwithstanding that Pakistan remains the recipient of highest amount 

in aid form the US, the relations between the two countries remains 

ambivalent.  The US complains about Pakistan failing to take on 

militancy head on, while Pakistan retorts by saying that no other country 

in the word has sacrificed so many lives to terrorism than Pakistan, which 

rings true on many accounts. 

 Relations between the two countries have been described as transactional, 

whereby USA seemingly purchased Pakistan’s support by military and 

economic aid in exchange for ensuring security in the region, especially in 

context to Afghanistan.162Once threats disappear or decrease, Pakistan US 

relations start souring. Recently, after Taliban’s takeover of Afghanistan, 

relations between the US and Pakistan became strained because of 

Pakistan’s long history of support for the Taliban. 163Subsequently, 

Pakistani Prime Minister Imran Khan's visit to Moscow on the day Russia 

kicked off its invasion of Ukraine exacerbated the tensions between US and 

Pakistan. 

When Imran Khan was removed from power, he flouted a letter which 

according to him proved an American conspiracy to oust him from 

premiership. The US and Pakistani army both denied this letter’s 

existence, but Imran Khan continued to utilize a sense of rampant anti-

Americanism present in the Pakistani society. 164 This perception of anti-

Americanism is rife in Pakistani society, as shown consistently by trends 

over two decades. Even though only one-third of Pakistanis (36 percent) 
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believed in Imran Khan’s American conspiracy theory in a recent Gallup 

poll, more than two-thirds (72 percent) perceived United States to be an 

enemy rather than a friend of Pakistan. 165 Anatol Lieven says:"In the 

West, politicians and the media have attacked the Pakistani government 

and military for not doing enough to help us against the Afghan Taliban. 

The great majority of Pakistanis by contrast think that Islamabad is doing 

far too much."166 

  Pakistan’s youth bulge of predominantly 30-year-olds have lived 

almost all their lives with this perception, whether it is the waves of anti-

Americanism sparked by the Pressler sanctions (1990-2001) or the War 

on Terror (2001).167 Since the US- Pakistan strategic axis is military-

centric, it often overlooks the perceptions of common Pakistanis, many 

of who attribute the horrendous losses of Pakistan, almost 80,000 people 

killed, to American duplicitous alliance during the GWOT.168 This anti-

American sentiment has been consistent over the years.169 As Pakistan’s 

alliance with China gets deeper, American popularity within Pakistani 

masses have tended to get weaker. 

Even then, many analysts point out that both states would not want to 

completely sour their relations. IISS writes that “recent tensions between 

the US and Pakistan can be seen as the drawing of lines in the sand – a 

process of defining the limits to which Pakistani and US interests do and 

do not intersect in relation to Afghanistan. Both sides have many reasons 

to avoid a complete rupture in relations. For the US, Pakistan is a key 

factor in the struggle against extremist terrorism and nuclear 

proliferation. For Pakistan, the US remains both an important source of 

international legitimation and funding, as well as being the only major 

power able to exercise strategic leverage on India in the event that Indo-

Pakistani relations undergo another major deterioration."170 Many say 

that this status quo will persist as both states would not want their 

relations to collapse or even deteriorate drastically.171  

Thus, two of the three most important rubrics of foreign policy of 

Pakistan, namely India centrism and distrust of Afghanistan have 

remained fairly constant and unambiguous, while the third, Pak-US 

relations, continues to ebb and flow in what can now be termed as an 

ambivalent relationship based on ‘give and take.’ 
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Nuclear doctrine 

The hue and cry about rogue weapons emanating from stolen stockpiles 

from Pakistan seems to be subsiding, as recent commentaries have stated 

Pakistan's nuclear weapons to be well secured against terrorist attack.172 

The Pakistani army seems to have a coherent command and control 

structure in place to protect its nuclear assets, but still alarm bells seem 

to go off in western government periodically.173  This is due to the fact 

that Pakistan has exponentially expanded its nuclear programme, making 

it one of the largest in the world174, with simultaneous expansion of its 

ballistic missile programme.175 

 Pakistan perceives insecurity due to developments like the Indo-US 

civilian nuclear deal, exemption for India by the Nuclear Supplier’s 

Group, India’s conventional military and strategic build-up, enunciation 

of offensive doctrines involving ‘Proactive Operations’ and efforts to 

develop a missile defense capability.176 The strategic balance is 

perceived widely by Pakistan as a strategic equalizer to India’s 

conventional military preponderance, which is projected to have deterred 

conflicts such as in the wake of the attack on Indian parliament. 

However, both countries engaged in raising the threshold of balance 

higher, with notions of fighting conventional wars beneath nuclear 

umbrellas surfacing at times.177 As Army Chief General Asha Pervez 

Kaylan later warned, proponents of the “use of conventional force in a 

nuclear overhang” were charting a dangerous course whose 

consequences could be both “unintended and uncontrollable”. 

It is possible that Pakistan's search for parity in nuclear stockpiles could 

result in a more robust deterrence against conventional war, which it may 

not be able to win in purely conventional strategic terms. Thus, the 

contending drive to stockpile may be a quest for parity. In Kenneth 

Waltz's words, 'The possibility that conflict will be conducted by force 

leads to competition in the arts and instruments of force. ... 178' .  Another 

way that state aspire for parity is explained by the Offense-defense 

theory, which suggests that states must offensively try to offset an 

opponent's investment in defense."179 When offensive technologies 

progress so much as to be able overcome the growth of the defensive 

systems, states which have invested more in offensive capabilities should 

benefit more, and vice versa."180 Defense dominance allows states to 
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react more slowly and with greater restraint to the capabilities-enhancing 

efforts and gains of their neighbor.181  

Arguably, Pakistan is investing in an offensive offence defense strategy. 

Maleeha Lodhi writes: "India’s proactive doctrine aimed at a rapid 

deployment war-fighting strategy impelled Pakistan to look for a 

response. Seeking space for limited conventional military engagement 

on the assumption that India’s vast conventional asymmetry would 

prevent Pakistan from threatening to use its strategic capability obliged 

Pakistan to seek an appropriate solution to fill the perceived gaps in the 

nuclear domain… the emerging Indian military posture constrained 

Pakistan to take the decision to develop delivery systems for Full 

Spectrum Deterrence. By trying to call Pakistan’s nuclear bluff and 

evolving ‘proactive’ doctrines, India’s moves pushed Pakistan to 

develop Tactical Nuclear Weapons to deter Cold Start and re-establish 

nuclear stability."182 

Pakistan’s nuclear weapons programme has solid public support behind 

it, since it carries an aura of empowerment with it; nuclear weapons give 

Pakistan a perception of parity with Indian, which is quite popular with 

publics and establishment alike, especially in the context that US wants 

to roll back Pakistan's nuclear programme.183  Thus, leaving the geo-

political implications of the nuclear arms race in South Asia aside, there 

seems to be more clarity in terms of national nuclear security doctrine of 

Pakistan than would warrant on superficial scrutiny. Besides the fact that 

the program seems secure till date from reach of terrorists,184 it also does 

seem to add a layer of deterrent to the trend of conventional wars in the 

region between the two rivals. It is also decidedly popular with the 

Pakistani publics, which is a determinant of the direction of the program. 

Thus, it seems quite unambiguous that Pakistan will continue expanding 

its nuclear program.  
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Extremism and radicalization 

The rise of extremism in Pakistan is almost to be taken as fait-accompli, 

with dozens of publications and a plethora of research to support the 

pervasion of this phenomenon in Pakistani society. 185 Pakistan has 

experienced a complex and evolving landscape of extremism and 

intolerance over the past few decades. These trends are deeply 

intertwined with the country's socio-political and economic fabric, 

reflecting a broad spectrum of ideological, religious, and ethnic tensions. 

Commenting on this phenomenon, there have been dozens of 

publications and opinions , blaming emergence of extremist ideologies 

in Pakistan on a combination of factors including religious 

radicalization, political instability, and socio-economic disparities, 

which have ostensibly been utilized by radical groups to exploit religious 

sentiments in order to advance their agendas.186 Many other observers 

have pointed to economic disparities and unemployment, especially 

among the youth, creating fertile ground for radicalization.187 It is 

reasonable, therefore, to state that extremism in Pakistan has been rising 

over the years, and the trend shows no signs of abating.   

Similarly, many have commented that the state's approach to managing 

extremism has been inconsistent, and sometimes exacerbates the 

situation.  188Effectiveness of counter terrorism and counter extremism 

initiatives is often hampered by the lack of a comprehensive strategy and 

the need for greater coordination between different agencies and levels 

of government.189 This is even more concerning; the trajectories of 

rising extremism are difficult enough, but unless there is robust policy 

making utilizing all possible intellectual faculties and material resources, 

extremism is a difficult phenomenon to thwart. Informed Policy making 

is essential for tackling the polycentric hydra of extremism.  

Policymaking in Pakistan is sometimes based upon misconceptions, 

innuendos, and terms and clichés borrowed from the general terrorism 

literature, rather than on real research. Since Pakistan has not 

concentrated much on literacy, its literacy and research base on 

extremism and radicalization is not very broad, though opinions abound 

in plenty. Much of what we call now research on Pakistan comes from 

abroad, or from Pakistani bureaucrats or policy makers educated in 

western universities and institutions trying to comprehend Pakistan from 

their ‘western education’ perspective. Then, there is the ‘local policy 
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maker’ who does understand nuances of some problem locally but is 

unaware of the larger picture.  

Thus, the disconnect arises from either trying to import a ‘western’ 

focused knowledge base or trying to juxtapose locally generated 

perceptions into a macro level policy framework, which may not work 

until all component parts are pieced together. Either way, both types of 

policy making in Pakistan is generally not informed by credible research.   

This dis-connect causes biases which are not very receptive to the socio-

cultural nuances of Pakistan, since works in Pakistan are sometimes, 

many times, not methodologically sound.  

As an outsider, if only the west was confused about Pakistan, it would 

have made life easier if Pakistanis at least were able to understand their 

own problems.  Unfortunately, conspiracy theories abound as substitutes 

for critical understanding of issues. Much of the murkiness in Pakistan 

springs from the fact that Pakistanis tend to generalize the phenomenon 

in context of what they have read in media reports or seen on television; 

media in turn tends to rationalize things according to what they have 

perceived. It is common to see commentators on Pakistani media 

ascribing extremism to poverty, illiteracy, alienation from the state, mal-

governance, ethnic and tribal undercurrents etc. What is not so common 

is to find people basing such assumptions on meticulously researched 

facts, on credible evidence.  

Admittedly, there is a dearth of literature on the subject. However, that 

is not reason enough to sometimes hear seemingly authoritative 

explanations of the phenomena through accounts based on not much 

more than personal experiences and perceptions. Of course, many 

practitioners and analysts in Pakistani society have first-hand experience 

of insecurity in Pakistan, but this may not necessarily present more than 

a particular facet of the phenomenon under debate. The whole truth may 

be much more than its individual component observable to the 

practitioner or analyst and may require enquiry across a variety of fields 

to uncover.  

Generalizations in Pakistan bear scrutiny; it’s not that they are all or 

partly untrue. The dilemma is that purely empirical observations, without 

extensive cross-sectional studies, ‘sit’ in the main stream as 

‘authoritative works.’  A common theme is that terrorism and/or 

extremism in Pakistan was an ‘aftermath of the afghan war,’ or the 

‘discontented or poor joined the extremists’ which has been done to 

death by analysts. What are noticeably missing are large scale studies in 
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Pakistani sub-national theatres which validate or rebut these arguments, 

robustly; simply put, making policy based on assumptions is a risky road. 
190   

Simplistic assertions like militants are ‘illiterates’ or ‘the impoverished’ 

have been refuted in many theatres by sophisticated analysis, and thus 

any empirical assertions should be avoided which cannot be backed up 

by credible data. This holistic enquiry in Pakistan has sadly been lacking.  

Commentators in Pakistani media , print or broadcast, often make 

assertions like ‘good governance or politics will control militancy, that 

‘good governance will reduce terrorism, or ‘political stability , once here, 

will reduce terrorism.'191 Strengthening of democracy is thought to 

discourage terrorism’192 there is a prevalent perception that strong 

democratic institutions resist authoritarianism and thus, by implication, 

resist autocratic attitudes which encourage terrorism.193 Undoubtedly, 

these are all lofty ideals to aspire for, and should be aspired for by all 

means. However, to get the desired outcomes, policy making centred on 

these approaches has to comprehend the nuances within these paradigms; 

it is debatable that policy making in Pakistan takes cognizance of this.  

This ties into the themes of confluence of governance or lack of it with 

security, terrorism and politics. Co-relating terrorism with politics may 

even seem like gross slander; after all, politicians ostensibly vie for 

noble cases and liberation of the society, while terrorist organizations 

have been considered ‘bands of lunatics’ or ‘psychopaths’ who stand 

for destruction of order in a society with violent means.194 However, 

there is a commonality; both strive to achieve political gains. Of 

course, the terrorists attempt it through violence, but this should not 

obscure comprehension of the fact that their ultimate goals are 

political, no matter how fantastic, and thus something can be done 

about addressing the perceived grievances. Even liberal politics and 

terrorism can share the same space; terrorist entities can survive better 

in democratic societies, and are usually unable to resist authoritarian 

regimes, as regime changes in Turkey, Argentina, and Uruguay have 

shown.195 

Similarly, there have been populist terrorist movements like the 

Hezbollah and Tamil tigers which have attracted many thousands of 

ardent followers much like a political party196. Indeed, the birth of 

modern terrorism ascribed to anarchism in late 19th century Russia is 

ascribed to the evolution of a terrorist movement which thought of itself 
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primarily in terms of a political party, the Narodnaya Volya.197 A similar 

set of circumstances may also cause two entities to choose different 

paths, depending on their ideological commitment and impatience to 

resist the status quo. A case study is the leftist Lotta Continua (Struggle 

Continues) movement in 1970s Italy, whereby supporters of the 

Democratic Proletarians chose to contest elections, while other more 

impatient supporters became the Prima Linea (Front Line) terrorist 

entity.198  

Leonard Weinberg undertook a seminal work to study environments in 

which a conjunction of terrorism with politics occurred, that is, countries 

where most political parties linked to terrorist movements had sprung up. 

He concluded that regime instability was a cause of this growth of 

terrorist movements. Taking this further, in some instances of impending 

instability when authoritarian regimes or dictatorships appear to be under 

pressure of democracy, many political groups and terrorist may try to 

'test the waters' or pursue a path of violence. This has been seen in Spain 

and Portugal and may even be applicable in case of Pakistan.199 By 2007 

the Musharraf regime was under pressure on the international and 

domestic front to bring back democratic governance, and it is at this time 

that the Lal Masjid clerics started an open campaign to what they termed 

as Sharia enforcement in Islamabad. Terrorism in Pakistan really took 

off only after the state crushed the rebellion in Islamabad with an iron 

hand, and conjectural as it is, may be an indication of regime instability 

signaling to the terrorists, to take up violence as a viable course. 

If political organization is defined (in one of its many contexts) as the 

mobilization of a passive majority by an elite looking to change or 

improve the way things are done in a state, then terrorism becomes even 

more similar to political activism. This is succinctly put forward by a 

scholar as “Perhaps terrorism is most likely to occur precisely where 

mass passivity and elite dissatisfaction coincide.200” Of course the elite 

here are not the political elite or even the wealthier or more privileged 

class in society, but it is the ideological elite in the case of terrorism 

which gains ascendency. Ideological elite, regardless of socio-economic 

status, is one which is dissatisfied with the status-quo, and is prepared to 

use even violence to achieve ideological utopias. 

There are many studies that document the transformation of failed 

political movements into terrorist entities; even more noteworthy are 

failed or highly successful student-based mobilizations. In the former, 

aspirations are unrealized and increased mobilization is perceived 
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necessary, while in the latter, too much success and ambition may bring 

a student body into a cycle of competitive violence;201 analogy maybe 

drawn with All Pakistan Student Muhajir Organization (APSMO) in 

Sindh, which later evolved into MQM. 

The point here is not to make parallels between political parties with 

terrorism, or even more vulgarly, to draw parallels between political 

processes and terrorism as similar creatures, but to show the context of 

terrorism. Terrorism does not appear ‘out of thin air’ for ‘irrational’ 

reasons but is a product of violent expressions of dissent with political 

systems; it does not matter what sort of a political system it is. 

Democracies have been demonstrated to be as prone or even more to be 

affected by violent movements as any authoritarian system. In fact, there 

is more chance that democratic states, being burdened by accountability 

processes like due rule of law, will be less equipped than autocratic states 

to handle terrorism. It has been conclusively demonstrated, like for 

instance the Russian iron-hand policy of dealing with the Chechnya 

insurgency, that autocratic states with blatant disregard for rule of law 

and censorship policies, are more than able to handle violent movements 

than democracies. 

In the Pakistani context, it is thus pre-mature to conclusively state that 

democracy has either hindered or promoted terrorism, until there is 

credible research to prove or disconnect the same. Similarly, governance 

paradigms of terrorism cannot and should not be invoked with 

confidence until one can co-relate datasets relating the variables. In 

Pakistan, primary research first needs to be there to elucidate these 

variables, and then assertions can be made with caution, not with the 

usual aplomb policy makers sometimes issue them. 

It is also commonly heard in the Pakistani landscape that militants are all 

poor, illiterate, unemployed, ‘have-nots,’ who hate Pakistanis, which is 

why revert to terrorism. This belies that the terrorists in Pakistan are 

bloodthirsty irrational actors out to avenge economic disparity through 

violence, with obvious implications for counter terrorism if that were 

true. However, contemporary literature review has tended to suggest that 

that the post 9/11 presumed link between a reduction in poverty, and an 

increase in educational attainment and a simultaneous de-escalation of 

international terrorism is quite tenuous. The connections between 

poverty, education and terrorism have been suggested to be ephemeral, 

inasmuch the recent profiles of terrorists suggest that they are not the 

stereotypical impoverished and uneducated youths as was generally 
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presumed but are the progeny of years of frustrated political aspirations 

and indignity, which inculcates an acute sense of insecurity and 

consequent hatred against those who are ostensibly perceived to have 

brought about these conditions.  

Much scholarly ink has been spilt in the quest for answers to what 

produces terrorists, and many theories have been put forward. These 

range from crime related theories of terrorism as a rational choice 

model,202 homicide (and violent terrorism as a manifestation of it) being 

unrelated to economic conditions, 203 and the demand and supply of 

hatred.204 Economic models which pertain to crime have also been 

applied to international terrorism. 205 However, economic theories 

which explain terrorism through a rational choice economic model tend 

to determine that economics by itself cannot explain away terrorism; 

clearly more complex variables are needed. 

Studies using hate crime as a result of economic conjugation of terrorism 

with poverty have also tended to come up inconclusive. 206  Jefferson 

and Pryor concluded that “Economic or sociological explanations for the 

existence of hate groups in an area are far less important than 

adventitious circumstances due to history and particular conditions.”207 

These projections support Lerner’s classic hypothesis that the “the 

Extremists are not simply the ‘have-nots,’ suggesting rather that they are 

the ‘want-mores.’208 Lerner has also hypothesized that “poverty prevails 

only among the apolitical mass.”209  

As for terrorists being illiterate madmen hell-bent on murder, there are 

plenty of scholarly works to the contrary. For instance, Angrist’s 

research in the West Bank and Gaza strip has indicated that even 

significant increases in educational attainment of Palestinians in the 

1980s did not deter terrorism; rather it produced more literate terrorist. 
210 A simplistic rational choice model of terrorism for economically 

deprived, uneducated individuals does not apply unambiguously to even 

the most extreme form of terrorist – the suicide bomber. Hassan 

Nusra’s211 work and Berrebi’s econometric models of Palestinian 

suicide bombers concluded that suicide bombers tended to have a higher 

high school and college attendance average than the general Palestinian 

population, and were less likely to come from poverty stricken 

families.212 Studies utilizing a broad based sample of many different 
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cultures and terrorist organizations have also yielded little direct 

relationship between terrorism and poverty. 213 

Krueger and Maleckova postulate that terrorism is primarily  a political, 

rather than an  economic phenomenon.214 It has been suggested that 

whilst linkages of poverty and militancy have not been demonstrated 

conclusively in the case of the terrorist  leadership or elite, poverty and 

illiteracy may still be important factors in the motivations of the ranks 

and file of radical organizations. It has also been argued that militancy 

evolves in a conjunctional environment of many factors, which is 

particular to a specific region or ideology, and thus needs to be studied 

at sub-national, rather than international levels.  

Lipset has pointed to several mechanisms, by which poor people with 

their harsh upbringing and authoritarian family patterns, are prone to join 

militant movements. The factors he points out are a low level of 

education, which tends to promote a simplified world view of politics, 

and an uncompromising nature due to economic insecurity, which leads 

to a heightened state of agitation to perceived disturbing events. This 

insecurity leads to a search for immediate solutions to problems, 

including taking up arms. Lipset also postulates that impoverished 

people are isolated from the activities and controversies of the society at 

large, which effectively cocoons them from the intricacies of political 

problems. 215This also has deleterious effects on acquiring a spirit of 

tolerance. Houtman has expanded upon Lipset’s thesis by further 

postulating in his sociological research that authoritarianism, intolerance 

of nonconformity, and racial prejudice are closely related to poor 

education.216  

Every country, region, city, district may have different drivers of 

radicalization; such conceptual clarity on the correlation of militancy 

with poverty is extremely scarce in Pakistan, with the largest 

contributions(numerically)made up by investigative newspaper articles 

and opinion pieces, which, however comprehensive, fall short of the 

meticulous detailing required in research. How does then one empirically 

co-relate educational attainment and poverty with a tendency to become 

radical? Theoretically, during bad economic times, relatively better 

qualified, better-educated individuals may add to the ranks of the 

unemployed, which decreases the opportunity costs for relatively 

accomplished, educated individuals to participate in seeking simple 

solutions to complex problems (for example engaging in crime to relieve 
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financial burdens or joining militant organizations to perform Jihad).217 

While a lack of educational attainment is disruptive of economic 

mobility, educational attainment without comparable employment 

opportunities is even more dangerous; expectations are raised which if 

left unfulfilled, cause cognitive dissonance between reality and 

expectation. This can be a major cause of   disenchantment with the 

society, particularly amongst the youth. Militant groups may thus 

become increasingly free from demand constraints in times of economic 

recession. 

Robert Kemp has ascribed the rise of radicalism in Afghanistan and the 

Pakhtun tribal areas of Pakistan to the disintegration of the mechanism 

of cooperation between the tribal society and the Pakistani state, with the 

ultra-orthodox elements filling in the resulting governance vacuum.218 

Kemp factors in poverty and unemployment as cogent factors, 

inextricably intertwined within the complex framework of possible 

drivers of escalation of extremism in the Pakistan’s tribal society. He 

has, however, not demonstrated how poverty may have contributed to 

the influence of orthodox "foreign elements" into the area, and the 

linkages of poverty with militancy are not based on large cross-sectional 

studies. This is indicative of the problem; either robust statistically 

guided studies are not there, or any such research, if present, is not 

statistically significant; at least not enough to guide policy. 

It needs to be remembered that both violent extremism and terrorism are 

multisystem phenomena integrated within deeply complex and highly 

networked co-occurring systems and scales, whose nuances need to be 

understood to provide insightful data about extremist narratives and 

behaviours. 219 However, the depth of Pakistan’s insight into domestic 

extremism is superficial at best. Constraints in carrying out extensive 

research of extremism are due to lack of resources and information, 

whereas even if information is made available, its reliability is 

questionable. Also, the politics of research may not allow for accuracy 

of information, whereas sources of accurate information may not be 

available for academic analysis due to security constraints. Subjectivity 

of opinions is another issue affecting objective analysis, especially since 

historical data is not available in majority of areas which need to be 

investigated; this leads to dependence on subjective analysis and 

hypothetical conclusions.  

For instance, as above, there is a dearth of studies in or about Pakistan 

which conclusively or at least by implication demonstrate the linkages 
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of poverty in a sub-national theatre in Pakistan. How can we then say 

that militancy in Pakistan is primary a result of poverty? Thus, studying 

the evolution of radicalization in context of isolated variables may not 

be a fruitful pursuit, especially in different theatres where these variables 

may have different trajectories; the Pakistani scenario may very well be 

a case in point wherein the relationship of poverty with radicalization is 

concerned, but without definite research, it is wrong and downright 

dangerous for policy echelons to say that militants in Pakistan arise 

simply out of poverty. 

Just a superficial study of the issues that Pakistani policy makers seem 

to make causal utterances about, has shown the complexity of the 

relationships therein. Such policy statements are dangerous, as is the 

action taken upon these. If the policy stance is taken upon a certain pre-

conception, gleaned from the policy maker’s own mind or experiences, 

without testing, it may not necessarily represent the reality of the sub-

national theatre for which that policy is being implemented. Thus, 

billions of rupees may go into funding some development scheme or the 

other which does not address the root cause of terrorism or extremism in 

that area, because it has not taken multifarious factors into account. This 

is downright dangerous and frivolous regarding state resources, 

especially in the cash strapped position Pakistan finds itself in. Policy 

makers need to stop taking decision based on personal beliefs and 

innuendos and start basing their decisions on sound data and analysis.  

Policy making needs to be a holistic affair regarding terrorism and 

extremism in Pakistan, and if this is not done in a knowledge-based 

context, this results in ambiguity in security policies. When there is 

national security uncertainty, it is harder for states to explain to their 

publics clearly who the enemy are, which makes it more difficult to 

mobilize support for any national security strategy countering the 

uncertainty.  There is no need to always project only the good news; 

public opinion can even be mobilized when a state tells its citizens that 

terrorism is inevitable. There just need to be clearly demarcated enemies 

of the state, and the state admits that there will be human or 

infrastructural losses along the way, but the state will fight back with all 

its might to eventually eradicate this menace. Negative goals such as 

minimizing losses in the face of threats can still be used if they are 

disseminated unambiguously to the target audience, rather than harping 

on about positive goals like becoming a terrorism-free-progressive 

nation overnight (or very soon), which will not gain traction with publics 

in states facing turbulence. Lofty as the aspirations are, and totally worth 
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striving for, even the less well-informed publics in turbulent states can 

discern between the reality and utopia. People, especially if they have 

been told all along that things have been well and always will be, but 

actually times have ben turbulent, can read between the lines.   

Noble as these ideals are, and certainly worth aspiring for, these may not 

help a state to gain credibility when besieged by impending terrorism, 

economic crunches and a general deterioration in law and order and 

governance regimes. People, especially in a state beset by problems, are 

essentially quite pragmatic in their outlook no matter what their literacy 

levels are and would be able to conceive in better terms what will be lost 

than what might be gained. Of course, when the threat is more or less 

totally eliminated, then the people will be more amenable to accepting 

themes like aspiring for top leadership status in the world, or any other 

lofty ideals that states should aspire to. However, once the low threat 

environment lasts for some time, people will not be that willing anymore 

to take losses along the way for realization of positive goals. For 

instance, citizens in a peaceful state will not be amenable to accepting 

losses from terrorism, on the road to attaining leadership status in the 

world. Public perception should be taken into consideration as critical 

factors in reducing ambiguity in national security doctrines.  

When national insecurity adjustments that do not present a clear picture, 

such as an identifiable opponent, it is comparatively easier to have a 

national counter terrorism strategy than a counter extremism strategy, 

though even a clear CT strategy is problematic in itself. A preventing 

and countering violent extremism policy (PCVE) will be even more 

difficult to frame. This is in part due to the fact that few people will study 

vague and diffuse threats until they actually materialize in the flesh. 

However, there are certain ways that different theories can coalesce into 

setting some national security doctrines that remain fluid in the face of 

uncertain and diffuse threats. It is time to perhaps start studying them, 

and the first step for policy makers in Pakistan would be to stop relying 

on ‘imported’ models from the west or elsewhere that they have read 

about in books or newspaper articles or studied when on scholarship to 

a foreign university. Policy makers need to instead arm research 

institutions in Pakistan with the expertise to study complex problems like 

terrorism and extremism in Pakistan, in their own context. Once this 

credible research starts becoming available indigenously, it is imperative 

that this is incorporated in the future in policy imperatives. 
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Politics and national security 

In a global recession like that of today, security paradigms could be 

reflective of the times being faced by politicians. "As political leaders 

play to their domestic galleries, they will surely take more nationalist and 

parochial positions on the big international issues. That is worrying 

because 2024 will be a year demanding intense international co-

operation to cope with a deteriorating economic climate, climate 

challenges and a creeping recession. globalization as the steer of national 

security will depend more and more on the economic power of a 

country."220 National security cannot now just be comprehended in 

military terms alone, as the conventional concept of wars has changed 

with the advent of globalization. Thus, National security has to be 

understood in broader concepts such as political, economic, societal, and 

environmental and other non-military aspects.221 

Politics obviously plays a huge part, since internal conditions may be as 

instrumental as shaping doctrine as external ones.222  national strategy 

may become the flag bearer of political stances rather than rational 

choice strategic ones.  Peter Dubowitz has argued that national foreign 

policy interest is perceived by politicians in much the same way as 

domestic political power, since they want to use it as a means to 

consolidate political power.  This amplifies when the threat is 

ambiguous, as unclear and ambiguous threats allow political agendas to 

slip in between the cracks and permeate national security policy. As 

Miroslav Nancie, Roger Rose and Gerard Gorla mention, 'the clearer the 

cues provided by the international environment, the slighter the domestic 

dissension concerning their interpretation'. By contrast, if the external 

threat is more ambiguous, the 'more domestic social and political 

calculations dominate the thinking of policy makers."223 

 Political oversight on policy level is germane to reducing terrorism. 

Counter terrorism in the future will require complex investigations 

involving multiple countries, a variety of types of communication, and 

numerous sources of intelligence, collectively needing an ever-evolving 

need for more sophisticated forms of counterterrorism and greater 'cross 

talking' of stakeholders.  A key security enabling environment is ideally 

created by politicians through legislation, budgets and policy decisions, 

in consolations with the security apparatus of the state. This was 

ostensibly achieved in Pakistan by forming the Parliamentary committee 
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on National Security or PCNS. Formed in November 2008, it started 

sending oversight reports but was critical of non-implementation of its 

recommendations from the very start224. Faced with difficulties of non-

implementation form very beginning.225 226 its role in operationalizing 

the National security strategy and taking forward counter terrorism 

legislation227 at best, and its efforts to coalesce a national security policy 

are not substantive.228 Some time ago , it became much more politicized 

when the Joint opposition refused to attend the in-camera Parliamentary 

Committee meeting because the Prime Minister at the time,  Imran Khan,  

did not attend a single session of these briefings.229 PCNS was  

reinvigorated when the issue of talks with TTP was on the table in 2022, 

but it is debatable how much role it had in forming consensus since 

presumably the decision was being steered by the military 

establishment.230 Many observers in Pakistan are now sceptical of the 

political leaderships effectiveness in tackling the menace of terrorism 

unless the military steps in. 

Patronage politics has been dubbed as constituting “the basic structures 

of politics” in Pakistan, which is not far from accurate.231 As regards 

views towards security, Pakistan People's Party (PPP), established in 

1967, portends to have a secular and independent outlook, but is 

generally swayed by ground realities.  PML-N has tended to talk of an 

“Islamic welfare state”232 , but both it and the PPP remain firmly 

entrenched in the realpolitik of Pakistan, which enshrines propagation of 

patronage politics. On the other hand, PTI promised to usher in a 

corruption free era based on populist politics of Imran khan. This proved 

illusory, as Pakistan went through yet more turbulent years.233  

Anatole Liven says: "With the exception of the MQM and the religious 

parties, all of Pakistan’s ‘democratic’ political parties are congeries of 

landlords, clan chieftains and urban bosses seeking state patronage for 

themselves and their followers and vowing allegiance to particular 

national individuals."234It could be argued that PML-N and PPP fall 

squarely within this model, while PTI has also had to position  itself 

within this patronage based network, while appealing to populist support 

from the masses.  

This can be contextualized in terms of an organizational process model 

which envisages government as a collective entity comprising of semi-

independent departments, or in case of Pakistan, patronage-based cliques 
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which have their own vested interests, and attempt to influence 

governmental policy towards coherence. This leads to incoherence as 

well, depending on the power plays between departments, politicians or 

entities than can influence security decisions.235 The major national 

parties seemingly exhibit incongruence towards national security goals, 

while at the same time being firmly entrenched in their own vested 

interest constituencies. Even though PML-N and PPP pay lip service to 

masses, both have large stakes in landed elites of the country. PTI 

postures itself on having populist support, but many of its members 

having seats in assemblies are feudal or legacy politicians with a track 

record of changing political parties for political expediency; there seems 

little second tier leadership capable of steering national security strategy.  

The political fissures have the potential to increase ambiguity on matters 

relating to security, especially when narrow parochial political agendas 

such as patronage-based kinship relationships are ascendant. The only 

unambiguous stance that the politicians have is on India centrism and 

protection of nuclear assets, while all three major parties have differing 

attitudes towards engaging with the terrorist threat.  Thus, taken in terms 

of politics as a steer in Pakistan, their potential for lending coherence to 

national security ambiguity is limited. Perhaps the only unambiguous 

steer towards a national security doctrine will continue to come from the 

military, as per observable trends.  



TRENDLINES OF PAKISTAN'S SECURITY CHALLENGES 

70 

Conclusions 

The primary purpose of this paper is to present and analyse observable 

trends in Pakistan's security landscape, without making any value 

judgments. The focus is on identifying and highlighting the evolving 

patterns and dynamics within Pakistan's security regime, rather than 

assessing whether the variables discussed are inherently good or bad. 

The intention is to provide an objective overview of the changes taking 

place, aiding comprehension of the broader context and implications of 

these trends. This paper does not aim to advocate for or against any 

particular policy or approach, but rather to offer a clear and impartial 

examination of the factors shaping Pakistan's security environment.  

Much of the debate in Pakistan revolves around the advent of terrorism 

in Pakistan which continuously seems to emphasize the Taliban 

phenomenon in Afghanistan and its spill over into Pakistan, and how 

society seems to have reorganized along ethnic and religious fissures 

especially in the context of the Zia era. 236 However, many other issues 

need rethinking within the state, because much of what is said is 

anecdotal. Insecurity is multivariate in Pakistan, as it is anywhere else, 

and this has resulted in Pakistan looking for regional co-operation and 

for an enhanced optimism and investment into its military capabilities.   

National security is a larger concept than just defence. It comprises the 

utility of power and the psychology of national vulnerability that go far 

beyond the mere protection of its territory. The distrust of both its eastern 

and western neighbours has manifested in a Pakistani worldview which 

is dominated by the threat of external forces bent on destroying the 

country, while the threat of extremism and radicalization has 

exponentially risen in Pakistan in the course of the last decades. Thus, 

Pakistan needs a clear blueprint or a roadmap for national security that 

clarifies the haze and goes beyond policies on paper, to definitive 

solution based on evidence. 

The threats on the other hand are very real; extremism as a philosophy is 

by now deeply ingrained and rapidly spreading in large sections of 

Pakistani society. Representations of extremism in the media, both local 

and international, are blurred by an indistinct categorization of origin and 

purpose. This may be affecting strategies and policies towards 

containment of extremism, and radicalization of certain groups and 

communities. The only real evidence in its fight against terrorism are the 
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successes of the Pakistani military; when operations are taken in earnest 

by them, this tends to reduce the severity of terrorism measurably.   

Most observers of terrorism in Pakistan have attributed military 

operations to play the key role in reducing terrorism. 237  The role 

that civilian law enforcement organs have played in the two observed 

sharp downward spikes in terrorism may not be insignificant, but it 

still rests on shoulders of the military. Reviewing the law-and-order 

indices, it seems likely that police and related civilian counter 

terrorism apparatus of the state has had some role in terrorism 

reduction, but nowhere nearly as much as the military.  

There are plenty of civilian security policies on paper, but much of 

the issues that were present during the first National Internal Security 

Policy (NISP) still remain; ostensibly, the first NISP came into being in 

2014 to compensate for lack of coordination among the security and 

intelligence agencies; the process is still ongoing. The National Action 

Plan (NAP) has been successful mainly on the heels of kinetic military 

operations which displaced terrorism. Many of the initially stated 

problems in the NAP are still there, ostensibly because they needed to 

have been sorted out in the civilian realm.   

This is because Pakistan’s regulatory quality is consistently poor. There 

is a myriad of civilian security agencies, forces, paramilitaries, 

authorities, bureaus, etc. which deal with seemingly different spheres, 

but in practice replicate much of each other's work. Many mechanisms 

envisaged under constantly forming ‘new’ policy making, setting up new 

structures, could have been handled by effective resource utilization of 

already existing organizations. The fact that that such institutions are 

already there, but not performing their mandated functions, highlights 

that the issue in Pakistan is not the absence of institutions, but rather their 

capacity to deliver. A developing country like Pakistan has to seriously 

consider the immense resources associated with policy making; this is 

still being carried out with aplomb, without informed knowledge of 

issues involved.  

This capacity gap obviously impedes police forces in Pakistan’s ability 

to step up to challenges,238 and a mere increase in numbers by raising 

new forces – the traditional favoured response to crises in Pakistan – has 

not proved effective in stemming the tide of terrorism. For instance, not 

one police force can claim that it has disrupted entire terrorist networks, 

like for instance the TTP, though there are individual arrests being made 
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all the time.239 The police commonly counter by stating the lack of 

resources and political interferences in their work. It is beyond the scope 

of this work to comment or make value judgements, but one would 

presume that it is ostensibly the job of senior police leadership to have 

removed these obstacles by now. 

This inertia is also observable in other parts of the civilian LEAs. 

Assuming that the resources are streamlined and are available for the 

national security environment – the issues of capacity gaps and weak 

regulatory practices still remain. As such, these issues will be daunting 

for the Pakistani establishment to overcome in the short run, as trends 

indicate. This becomes even more challenging in the face of the looming 

economic crisis, which by default excludes carrying out extensive, costly 

initiatives.  

Thus, counterterrorism, and the few operational counter-extremism 

initiatives that have been carried out, seem to rest mainly on the laurels 

of the military. Public opinion has tended to shift; at one time or the 

other, it has tended to sway in the favour of the military, and sometimes 

not. However, in times of crisis and national emergency, whereby the 

army is ‘seen’ to be the most efficient organization, Pakistanis tend to 

look up to it. This has been the trend. 

As stated in the beginning, national security doctrines rarely change 

overnight because they are affected through all the resources and rational 

(or not so rational) choices a country has made. 240These choices are 

sometimes a compulsion in response to perceived security threats, but 

even then, there is an ideological element to them, which steers the state 

in one direction or the other. India centrism and ideational hegemony 

within ummah is thus as much ideology for Pakistan, as it is part of 

national security doctrine. These have tended to remain fairly constant 

as trends as well, which indicates that they are embedded in the ethos of 

the state, and might not be so easily shaken, if at all. Thus, security 

doctrines are resistant to change unless, of course, there is something that 

radically alters the situation. 

Such a situation could suddenly, for instance, arise today if the Afghan 

Taliban would agree to hand over TTP or pressurize the TTP to cease 

their activities against Pakistan. However, this seems unlikely in the 

short to medium term, because this would in turn be against the security 

doctrine of the Afghan Taliban, with whom TTP have been in 

partnership during the takeover of Kabul. Manhandling TTP might also 
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land them in the cradle of ISK, which the Afghan regime does not want, 

or can ill afford.  

A major ‘earth-shaking’ event like the Taliban takeover of Kabul in the 

wake of the American departure, or the Ukraine war for that matter, 

comes only once in a while; when it does, it sometimes confounds even 

meticulously regimented security doctrines. However, security doctrine 

cannot be implemented on ‘wish lists’ alone.   

In any case, states might be better served by relying on what they know, 

what they have, and what they feel should be done in the long term, rather 

than waiting for something to ‘shake the board’ in their favour. 

Aspirational goals are important, but they cannot become a state’s reality 

until they have been achieved. It is one thing to ‘wish for the world,’ and 

entirely another to make do with what you have in the best way possible, 

until your aspirations have been attained. 

In internal security doctrine, trend lines indicate that the army is still 

Pakistan’s best bet in the war against terrorism, and perhaps even 

extremism. At the risk of repetition, this is not a value judgment but 

indicated by trend lines. This assumption is of course shaken up if we 

factor value judgments into it, judging by the recent civil-military 

relations, political process, and other issues in Pakistan. However, 

objectively, Pakistan has to fight terrorism once again, while coping with 

constantly rising extremism, amidst financial difficulties, political 

turbulence, and nothing much has changed regarding its hostilities with 

its neighbours.  

This time around, TTP and other groups are based across the border, 

complicating the scenario. Trend lines have also indicated that the 

civilian LEAs have a historical legacy of not being able to take a 

leadership role in the fight against terrorism; at best, they are dependable 

allies of the military. Pragmatically, unless the civilian LEAs can reform 

themselves overnight, they cannot assume leadership in Pakistan’s war 

against terrorism and extremism. This assumption of leadership is 

unlikely in the medium to short term as indicated by trend lines, LEAs 

being even more resource-constrained in times of the present economic 

crunch. However, the challenge from terrorism is a clear and present 

danger, not something on the horizon. One can wish for whatever one 

may, but the trend lines have spoken. 
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