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INTRODUCTION

PAKISTAN, THE INTERFACE STATE

Christophe Jaff relot

Pakistan has been characterized by scholars as, among other things, an 
“ideological state” (like Israel), because of the po liti cal reinterpretation 
of Islam by its founding fathers, including Muhammad Ali Jinnah; a 

“garrison state,” because of the key role of the military; and as a “terror state,” 
because of the rise of radical Islamic movements in its midst. But its trajec-
tory may be best captured by another, encompassing, feature not contradic-
tory with the qualifi cations mentioned above: its ability to navigate at the 
interface of domestic and external dynamics, which makes relevant two 
other formulas— those of “client state” and “pivotal state.”

Every country strategizes at the crossroads of the national and the 
 international—to say nothing of the transnational—to maximize its re-
sources. But in the case of Pakistan, this interaction has reached uncommon 
proportions, given its geographic size, its population (almost 200 million 
people), and its nuclear status. Countries of the same league are generally 
less dependent on outside support and less porous to foreign infl uences—
be they religious, cultural, or economic.

Th e root cause of this extraversion lays in the Pakistani feeling of vulner-
ability that crystallized vis- à- vis India as early as 1947— a sentiment that 
was reinforced by the then hostile attitude of Af ghan i stan. Subjected to en-
circlement, Pakistan looked immediately for external support. Th e United 
States was the fi rst country Pakistan turned to, but it also made overtures 
to China and Middle Eastern countries, especially when Washington dis-
tanced itself from Islamabad.

Although this policy was associated primarily with the army, whose 
quest for foreign, sophisticated military equipment knew almost no limit, 
civilian politicians rallied around the same strategy, and not only for secu-
rity reasons. Among other things, the po liti cal personnel— which drew 



2 | INTRODUCTION

mostly from a tiny elite group— found that fi nancial support from the out-
side was a con ve nient way to obviate a modern taxation policy, one which 
their milieu and key supporters would have resented. Th e po liti cal economy 
rationale of the army’s extraversion cannot be ignored either, as the Paki-
stani military does not pay taxes either and has developed business activi-
ties. Th e Pakistani army, therefore, enjoys a much better lifestyle than most 
of the rest of society.

Civilians and military offi  cers also converged in the use of (sometimes 
foreign) mujahideen in the waging of jihad in Af ghan i stan and Kashmir— 
the favorite tactic of the army over the last three de cades. Z. A. Bhutto sup-
ported Hekmatyar and Rabbani against the Kabul regime as early as the 
1970s. Th is strategy gained momentum under Zia during the war against the 
Soviets. But Benazir Bhutto was prime minister of Pakistan when the army 
supported the Taliban and when Islamabad recognized the Taliban regime 
in 1996. And neither Benazir nor Nawaz Sharif had objections toward the 
support of foreign mujahideen in Kashmir.

Th e promotion of external ties by the military and civilians for security 
and socioeconomic reasons refl ects the growing commonality of their 
worldview and (more or less illicit) interests. Th eir elite groups form a closely 
knit establishment comprising a few hundreds of families. Indeed, the dif-
ference between the most authoritarian phases of civilian rules and the most 
moderate forms of military dictatorship has tended to diff er in degrees more 
than in nature over the last forty years.

As a result, Pakistanis may look for alternatives to their rulers of the day 
not among the usual suspects any more (the dominant opposition party or 
a new Chief of Army Staff ) but out of this circle entirely. Th ey may turn 
more to the judiciary, parties that have not been tried yet, and the Islamist 
forces that do not articulate a discourse of social justice inadvertently. Are 
these developments the indications of even more domestic tensions in a 
country already on the verge of civil war in regions like Baluchistan and 
Karachi? And what part can external variables play in this context? Th ese 
are some of the questions this volume tries to explore.

PAKISTAN: A CLIENT STATE OR A PIVOTAL STATE?

FEAR OF ENCIRCLEMENT

Th e complex of Pakistani leaders vis- à- vis India emerged as early as 1947, 
partly because they  were convinced that those who ruled in New Delhi had 
not resigned themselves to Partition and craved for what the Hindu nation-
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alists called Akhand Bharat— a (re)unifi ed India.1 Jinnah, in a hand written 
note, expressed these views in 1947–1948:

1. Th e Congress has accepted the present Settlements with mental 
 reservations.

2. Th ey now proclaim their determination to restore the unity of India 
as soon as  possible.

3. With that determination they will naturally be regarded as avowed 
Enemies of Pakistan State working for its overthrow.2

Th e need to defend Pakistan was particularly acute among the security 
apparatus. Ayub Khan, who was to be appointed chief of the army in 1951, 
considered in 1948 that “India’s attitude continued to be one of unmitigated 
hostility. Her aim was to cripple us at birth.”3 As a result, as Khalid Bin 
Sayeed wrote in 1965, so far as foreign policy was concerned, “Almost every 
action of Pakistan can be interpreted as being motivated by fear of India.” 4 
Indeed, as late as 1963, an editorial of the newspaper founded by Jinnah, 
Dawn, emphasized that “If the main concern of the Christian West is the 
containment of Chinese Communism, the main concern of Muslim Paki-
stan is the containment of militarist and militant Hinduism.”5

Th e fear of India was reinforced by the Afghan attitude. In the 1940s, Ka-
bul had asked the British to let “their” (Kabul’s) Pashtun tribes decide 
whether they wanted to accede to Af ghan i stan or to become in de pen dent. 
Pakistan was not even an option. Aft er the creation of Pakistan, Af ghan i-
stan refused to recognize the Durand Line as an international border. As a 
result, Pakistan was doubly unachieved, with Kashmir partly under the con-
trol of India and its western frontier still unoffi  cial. To make things worse, 
some Afghan leaders supported the irredentist idea of Pashtunistan, which 
would have amalgamated the western districts of Pakistan to those of South 
Af ghan i stan to form a new, ill- defi ned, administrative unit. In September 
1947, Af ghan i stan was the only country in the United Nations not to sup-
port the entry of Pakistan. At the same time, like the Pashtun nationalist 
leader Abdul Ghaff ar Khan, who had supported the Congress against the 
British, the Kabul government was close to India.

U.S.– PAKISTAN RELATIONS: A PATRON AND ITS CLIENT STATE

Pakistani leaders turned fi rst to the United States for support. Jinnah tried 
primarily to sell his country’s strategic location. In September 1947, he 
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declared: “Th e safety of the North West Frontier is of world concern and 
not merely an internal matter for Pakistan alone.” 6 Th e United States con-
curred when the Cold War unleashed itself in Korea. It then recognized 
Pakistan as one of its regional brokers in charge of containing communism 
in Asia. Th is security- based rapprochement was made easier by the rise to 
power of two ex– army men, Dwight D. Eisenhower and Ayub Khan, the 
former having no real problem with the latter’s coup in 1958. Pakistan joined 
the Southeast Asia Treaty Or ga ni za tion (SEATO) and the Central Treaty 
Or ga ni za tion (CENTO) and, in exchange, got access to increasingly so-
phisticated American arms and substantial fi nancial aid. Aft er ups and 
downs, this relationship culminated during the anti- Soviet war in Af ghan-
i stan, when the Pakistani army was off ered billions of dollars, plus F-16 
fi ghter jets, to support the mujahideen. Th e post-9/11 war in Af ghan i stan 
resulted in even more arms and money. In thirteen years, from 2002 to 
2015, Pakistan, a partner of the United States in the war against Al Qaeda 
and Islamic terrorism at large, has received about $30 billion, as well as 
arms (including F-16s, more useful against India than against the Taliban). 
As more than half of this amount was security related, the U.S. government 
fi nanced about one- fi ft h of the regular military bud get of Pakistan.

Th ese developments may suggest that Pakistan is, in fact, a kind of rentier 
state. But the countries that are usually described that way owe this quality 
to their natural resources (typically, oil and/or gas). In the case of Pakistan, 
the rent comes from the strategic location of the country—it is a frontline 
state facing global threats like communism or Islamic terrorism. Th e diff er-
ence does not end  here. Rentier states are usually more passive than Pakistan. 
In contrast to the oil- producing countries, which did mostly one thing 
only— built the Or ga ni za tion of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC)— 
Pakistan advocated its case vis- à- vis the United States to become a client 
state. It obliged its patron by acting according to its wishes in order to 
deserve the billions of dollars it got. Certainly Pakistan retained some 
autonomy, but it also took risks because of American demands—as evident 
from the Soviet reactions when Moscow discovered that the U2s that  were 
fl ying over its territory came from Pakistan.

A clientelistic relationship is oft en unstable. Based on mutual interests 
more than on affi  nities, cultural or ideological, it is subject to constant re-
negotiations. Today Pakistan is keen to renegotiate the terms of its relations 
to the United States for several reasons, as I show in chapter 8: Islamabad 
and Washington do not share a common enemy any more in Af ghan i stan, 
the U.S.– India rapprochement has transformed the old regional equation, and 
the Obama administration is seen as damaging the country’s sovereignty. 
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In fact, Pakistan would very much like to pivot to other patrons— including 
China and Saudi Arabia, as it did partly in the past.

WHAT “ALL- WEATHER FRIEND”?

In 1950, Pakistan recognized China when the latter country was rather iso-
lated, as if Karachi (the then capital) was preparing the future, understand-
ing before everyone  else that Beijing was bound to have complicated relations 
with India—in spite of the then warm relations between Nehru and Chou- En 
Lai. China, appreciative of the Pakistanis’ move, decided to exchange its 
coal against their cotton, which had no place to go aft er the Indian mills 
 were cut off  from the places where this textile plant was produced. Diplo-
matically, the Pakistani– Chinese rapprochement found expression in the 
way Karachi spared Beijing at the United Nations during the Korean War. 
In 1963, Pakistan and China granted each other the status of the most fa-
vored nation, and the airlines of both nations  were allowed to operate in the 
other’s territory and sky— something Chinese leaders appreciated as they 
could now go west through Pakistan.

But the real turning point came about when China attacked India in 1962. 
Not only did this war reconfi rm that Beijing and Islamabad had a common 
enemy, but aft erward both countries, in December 1962, swapped some ter-
ritory in Kashmir— something India resented a lot.

Th e following war, between India and Pakistan in 1965, gave an opportu-
nity for China to show its benevolence to its partner in South Asia. China 
displayed signs of solidarity, while the United States was imposing sanctions 
against Pakistan as well as India— which, being bigger and closer to the 
USSR, was bound to be less aff ected. In 1967, both countries signed a mari-
time agreement to provide port facilities to each other’s ships.

Diplomatically, China supported Pakistan as one of the permanent mem-
bers of the UN Security Council on the Kashmir issue, and Pakistan helped 
China to relate to the United States aft er Nixon decided to make overtures to 
Beijing. When Kissinger secretly traveled to China to prepare the ground for 
Nixon’s visit, he left  from Pakistan, accompanied by high- ranking Pakistani 
offi  cers.

In the domain of defense, China helped Pakistan to balance its depen-
dence vis- à- vis the United States by selling arms. As early as 1967, China 
committed itself to deliver one hundred tanks and eighty MIGs to Pakistan. 
In 1982, Chinese weapons systems made up 75 percent of Pakistan’s tanks 
and 65 percent of its air force. In 2005, China provided Pakistan with four 
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naval frigates, and today China and Pakistan are jointly producing the J-17 
Th under fi ghter. In the same vein, China helped Pakistan to develop its nu-
clear bomb. In 1986, China and Pakistan concluded a comprehensive nuclear 
cooperation agreement. In fact, both countries  were already cooperating 
clandestinely in this fi eld. By the early or mid-1980s, Pakistan had acquired 
sensitive technologies from China to build its bomb. During the following 
de cade, Beijing helped Islamabad to build a 40 megawatt reactor, which 
could be used to provide plutonium for its weapons program.7

For China, arming Pakistan was clearly a good way to force India to look 
west instead of east, as the two largest Asian powers are potentially rivals in 
Southeast Asia. Besides, Pakistan has given China access to the Indian 
Ocean. In 1967, the ancient Silk Route between Xinjiang and Gilgit was 
“reopened.” Th en, in 1971, the Karakorum Highway was inaugurated. 
Culminating at 15,397 feet above sea level, it is still the highest paved in-
ternational road in the world. Ultimately, this route is supposed to lead 
to Gwadar, a Baluch deep- sea port in which the Chinese have invested 
$200 million and 450 personnel for its construction since 2006. But con-
structing the planned 1,864-mile- long railway line between Kashgar and 
Gwadar will cost up to $30 million per mile in the highest mountains, 
and to make things even more complicated, the highway will go through 
parts of one of the most unstable provinces of Pakistan, Baluchistan. 
 Guerillas have already kidnapped and killed several Chinese engineers 
in Gwadar.

Whether Pakistan will be in a position to pivot to China in order to 
emancipate itself from the American infl uence is not easy to predict, as 
Serge Granger and Farah Jan emphasize in this volume. China may be cau-
tious not to alienate India, an emerging power and an important trade 
partner. Additionally, the Chinese may worry about the connection be-
tween Uyghurs and Pakistani jihadis. Finally— and most important— 
China is not prepared to help Pakistan fi nancially as much as the United 
States is. When Islamabad turned to Beijing in 2008, while it was coping 
with a severe economic crisis, Beijing had only small loans to off er. But if 
China is not prepared to give aid to Pakistan, it has announced a massive 
investment of $46 billion in the framework of the "One route, one belt" 
project connecting China to central and west Asia.
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ISLAMIC SOLIDARITY— AND ITS LIMITS

Th e other partner to which Pakistan could turn is Saudi Arabia. In fact, 
the Middle East was the region of the world where Pakistan found its fi rst 
allies, preceding even its alliance with the United States. In the early 1950s, 
it signed treaties of friendship with Iran (1950), Iraq (1950), Syria (1950), Tur-
key (1951), Egypt (1951), Yemen (1952), and Lebanon (1952). But, considering 
the American support of Israel, many Arab countries objected to Pakistan 
joining CENTO in 1954. Th e Saudi ambassador to Karachi described this 
move as “a stab in the heart of the Arab and Muslim states.” Many Arab 
countries also strongly objected to the Pakistani support of the West dur-
ing the Suez crisis (1956); this included Saudi Arabia and Egypt, which felt 
closer to India at that time.

By the 1960s, Pakistan, in the Middle East, was left  with few non- Arab, 
pro- West allies, most importantly, Iran and Turkey, with whom Pakistan 
created the Regional Co- operation Development in 1964. In 1962, Saudi 
Arabia did not support Pakistan when a resolution on Kashmir came up for 
discussion in the United Nations, so as to not alienate India.

Th ings changed aft er the 1971 war. Pakistan probably considered itself as 
being more part of the Middle East aft er its Bengali wing— bordering South-
east Asia— was gone. More important, the country felt very vulnerable and 
let down by the United States, which, again, had not done much to support 
Pakistan against India except to send the aircraft  carrier USS Enterprise to 
the Bay of Bengal. In spite of what offi  cial history textbooks say, China did 
not fully come to the rescue of Pakistan either. Z. A. Bhutto, who had always 
had reservations about Pakistan’s American allies, made a “journey of re-
sis tance” to Iran, Turkey, Morocco, Tunisia, Libya, Algeria, Egypt, and 
Syria. His tour continued in May and June later that year, as he visited Saudi 
Arabia, Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates, Iraq, Lebanon, Jordan, Ethiopia, 
Mauritania, Guinea, Nigeria, Sudan, and Somalia. He was looking mainly 
for money for the Pakistani economy and to build the “Islamic bomb.” Ac-
cording to Zahid Hussain, Libya “supplied Pakistan with uranium from 
1978 to 1980.”8 In 1998, it seems that Saudi offi  cials attended the Pakistani 
nuclear test, and the Saudi defense minister visited the laboratory of the 
father of the Pakistani bomb, A. Q. Khan, in 1999.

What did Pakistan have to give in return? Soldiers have been one of its 
most signifi cant export products. Between 1972 and 1977, Islamabad con-
cluded military protocols with Saudi Arabia, Libya, Jordan (where General 
Zia ul Haq himself had served in 1970, leading the Pakistani mission which 
took part in the operation against the Black September insurgency of the 
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Palestine Liberation Or ga ni za tion), Iraq, Oman, the United Arab Emirates, 
and Kuwait. By the late 1970s, Pakistan had sent almost 2,000 military 
advisors and trainers to the Middle East. Th at was the beginning of a long- 
lasting relationship. Approximately 50,000 Pakistani soldiers served in the 
Middle East in the 1980s, including 20,000 in Saudi Arabia, a country that 
was becoming a close partner of Pakistan. In 1981, Riyadh fi nanced the $800 
million purchase of forty F-16s, and in the 1980s, Saudi Arabia also paid 
for the Pakistani bomb in a context that was now dominated by the post– 
Iranian Revolution rivalry between Tehran and Riyadh and the anti- Soviet 
jihad in Af ghan i stan.

Th e Ira nian Revolution resulted in a competition between Saudi Arabia 
and Iran— between Sunnis and Shias— and the Afghan war fostered the 
Saudi mobilization in favor of the anti- Soviet mujahideen. Riyadh promised 
to spend as much as the United States to fi ght this jihad. At least $3 billion 
more (the amount Washington gave) therefore transited through Paki-
stan. In both cases, Pakistan was involved—as an ally or as the battlefi eld 
of a proxy war whose stake was the Shia– Sunni confl ict, which was to be 
known as “sectarianism.”

Th e Saudi infl uence over Pakistan is not only (geo)po liti cal and fi nancial. 
It is also cultural and religious. First, the Saudis have been in a position to 
fund a large number of dini madaris (Koranic schools) in Pakistan in the 
context of Zia’s Islamization policy and, more important, during the anti- 
Soviet jihad, which gave the Saudis a great opportunity to expand. Second, 
Pakistani migrants in the Gulf countries and in Saudi Arabia (about fi ve 
million people sending $20 billion of remittances annually) brought back 
to their country a diff erent version of Islam— and sometimes prejudices 
against Shias.

In spite of the formidable rapprochement (and even osmosis) that has 
developed between Pakistan and Saudi Arabia since the 1970s, Riyadh is 
not likely to be a patron to the same extent as Washington for Pakistan, as 
Sana Haroon demonstrates in chapter 10. First, the Saudis are not prepared 
to alienate India, a traditional partner that imports 11 percent of its oil from 
the kingdom. Th ey have wanted India to join the Or ga ni za tion of Islamic 
Conference as an observer since 1969— a move Pakistan has always vetoed. 
Second, Pakistan is not willing to alienate Iran, a neighbor that could sell 
gas to a country badly aff ected by an energy crunch today. Th ird, Riyadh 
may not be in a position to give Pakistan as much money as the United 
States.

Washington, therefore, will probably remain a key partner by default for 
the Pakistani establishment, so long as the United States is prepared to help 
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Islamabad. Th e American administration will probably reduce its support 
to Pakistan because of the fi nancial crunch and because it will have fewer 
and fewer troops to supply in Af ghan i stan. But the United States will proba-
bly continue to be an important player in Pakistan and remain in a position 
to watch the Islamist and nuclear activities in the country.

WHAT DOMESTIC DYNAMIC?

Th e Pakistani establishment needs support from outside for fi nancial rea-
sons as much as it does for security— two dimensions that are sometimes 
diffi  cult to disentangle. Without American money, Pakistan would not 
have been able to make ends meet during some phases of its history. But its 
recurrent (chronic?) state of fi nancial crisis, as I suggested above, has fi scal 
roots.

Pakistan is one of the countries with the lowest tax burden in the world, 
as Shahid Javed Burki and Adnan Naseemullah show in chapter 6. Th e tax- 
to- gross domestic product (GDP) ratio  rose from 9 percent in 1964–1965 to 
14 percent in 1990 before returning to 8.9 percent in 2013.9 It further dimin-
ished to 7 percent in 2014,10 because, among other things, of the doubling of 
tax exemptions— Rs 477.1 billion (including Rs 96.2 billion on income tax)— 
which shows that the government continued with its pro- rich policy.11 
Th ese fi gures are also due to fraud (one specialist estimated in the 1990s that 
less than 1 percent of the people who are supposed to pay income tax do so).12 
Th ings have not improved considerably since then. In 2013, the income tax- 
to- GDP ratio has fallen to 3.5 percent, with taxpayers numbering about 
1.5 million people.13 Th is state of things is the refl ection of a robust conver-
gence of interests of the establishment elite groups— including the politicians 
and the army chiefs. But the convergence does not stop there.

CONVERGENCE OF CIVILIAN AND MILITARY RULERS— OR 
THE MAKING OF AN ESTABLISHMENT

Th e po liti cal economy of Pakistan harks back to the early years of the 
Muslim League. Indeed, the separatism advocated by Jinnah’s party pro-
ceeded to a large extent from power- hungry elites who combined clerical 
competence and an aristocratic lineage but who  were about to suff er a drop 
in status because of the rise of their Hindu rivals. Th eir aspiration to per-
petuate a dominant status played a structuring role in the crystallization 
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of the “two- nation theory.” Aft er Partition, elites’ quest for domination 
(and their sense of entitlement) found expression in the monopolization of 
power by Mohajir politicians. Soon aft er, the latter  were gradually replaced 
by “feudals” and, aft er the 1958 coup, by army men. Since then, politicians 
and the army have been locked in a confl ict for de cades in Pakistan, as evi-
dent from their alternation in power every 10 years or so. But a form of 
modus vivendi, even of convergence, has emerged. Th ere is a natural ten-
dency of occasional observers of Pakistan to point out an opposition be-
tween the forces of freedom, associated with civilians, and those of oppres-
sion, identifi ed with the military. Th ese two camps do indeed exist, but to 
present the former as relying on the body of civilians hostile to the military 
would be an oversimplifi cation, simply because equating civilians with 
demo crats is highly questionable in Pakistan. Th e limits of demo cratization 
stem from a web of complex factors, including the po liti cal culture of the 
civilians. Since the country’s inception, Jinnah, its founding father, a prod-
uct of the viceregal system,14 favored the construction of a centralized state 
over a parliamentary system. His successor, Liaquat Ali Khan, continued in 
the same vein, reining in po liti cal parties that he saw as divisive forces and 
even neglecting his own Muslim League, which would never become a na-
tional cornerstone similar to the Congress Party in India. Th e disappear-
ance of these two Mohajir leaders left  the demo cratically inclined Bengalis 
in a face- off  with the Punjabis, who  were averse to democracy, because of 
opposite demographic reasons (Bengalis  were in a majority) as well as their 
dominant role in the bureaucracy and the army that democracy would have 
aff ected. Th e Punjabi bureaucrats and the military  were not, however, the 
only ones to reject the democracy ideal backed mainly by the Bengalis: poli-
ticians in Punjab— and in West Pakistan in general— displayed the same 
attitude. Z. A. Bhutto himself rejected the results of the 1970 elections won 
by Mujibur Rahman. Not only did the West Pakistani politicians not wish to 
fall under Bengali rule, but they also embodied a po liti cal culture stamped 
with “feudalism,” made up more of clientelism and factionalism.

Certainly, however, the phase of demo cratization under Bhutto was with-
out a doubt the most convincing of all in that the military was brought back 
under the authority of a civilian government, which gave the country a parlia-
mentary constitution in 1973 and undertook large- scale social reforms. But 
the momentum did not last long, primarily because of Bhutto’s own contra-
dictions. Less a demo crat than a populist, more an authoritarian than a par-
liamentarian, more a centralizer than a federalist, and as much a socialist 
as a product of his social background, he turned his back on parts of his 
platform— and thus on the middle and working classes that supplied much 
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of the Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP) leadership15—to co- opt the landowning 
elite.16 Most of all, having little respect for basic freedoms, including that of 
the press, he denied Pakistan free elections in 1977, giving the army, already 
reinvigorated by military operations in Baluchistan, the arguments it was 
waiting for.

Th e period from 1988 to 1999 contrasts with the Bhutto era due to the 
control the military continued to exercise over civilians who  were supposedly 
back in command. Neither Benazir Bhutto nor Nawaz Sharif would even 
manage to complete their terms. But if the army has become so powerful, it 
is also because of the weakness of the po liti cal class, some elements of which 
prefer to collaborate with the military rather than join forces with their 
demo cratic adversaries. Th is was true of Nawaz Sharif, who in a sense was 
the army’s creature and who would play into its hands against Benazir 
Bhutto, who herself accepted the little bit of power the military allowed her 
instead of playing the regime opposition card, as her brother Murtaza had 
advised. Yet, there is a point in common between the Bhutto years and 
the 1990s: when Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif was fi nally at the helm with 
an absolute majority, he abused his power just like his rival’s father had, an 
additional sign of the weakness of demo cratic culture among civilians.

But the po liti cal culture of none other than Benazir Bhutto, presented 
as the most liberal of all, especially in the United States, had just as many 
fl aws as that of her pre de ces sors. One of her close associates, Tariq Ali, 
summed up the situation that prevailed with the formation of her second 
cabinet in  1993:

Th e high command of the Pakistan Peoples Party now became a machine 
for making money, but without any trickle- down mechanism. Th is period 
marked the complete degeneration of the party. Th e single tradition that 
had been passed down since the foundation of the party was autocratic 
centralism. Th e leader’s word was fi nal. Like her father in this respect, 
Benazir never understood that debate is not only the best medium of 
confutation, of turning the ideological tables. It is also the most eff ective 
form of persuasion.17

Th e current phase of demo cratization is probably at the midpoint on a 
scale of civil– military relations. Th e Eigh teenth Amendment (2010) has 
given the government greater power than what it had in the 1988–1999 
period but less than during the Bhutto era, as the army retains supreme 
control over key policies regarding nuclear power, Af ghan i stan, Kashmir, 
and so forth. Once again, civilian power suff ered from its divisions. 
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 Although Nawaz Sharif, aft er being forced into exile by his former Chief of 
Army Staff  (COAS) in 1999, struck an alliance with Benazir Bhutto to oust 
the military from power, she was once again to strike a deal with Pervez 
Musharraf in 2007, and he (Nawaz) was once again tempted to play into 
the military’s hands to oust the PPP during the “Memogate” episode in 2011.

Even if today’s po liti cal parties have greater infl uence on the course 
of  public aff airs than in the 1988–1999 period, they are not necessarily 
more demo cratic. Aside from ongoing practices of patronage among the 
“feudals”— who are also urban business people, such as the Sharif family— 
having copied the clientelistic and factional ways of their rural pre de ces sors 
(in that sense, “feudalism” is a mind- set more than a socioeconomic phe-
nomenon), almost all the po liti cal parties have become family enterprises 
over time, in fi nancial terms as well. As Maleeha Lodhi writes, “Th e person-
alized nature of politics is closely related to the dominant position enjoyed 
throughout Pakistan’s history by a narrowly- based po liti cal elite that was 
feudal and tribal in origin and has remained so in outlook even as it gradu-
ally came to share power with well- to-do urban groups. . . .  Th e urban rich 
functions much like their rural counterparts with their eff orts at po liti cal 
mobilisation resting more on working lineage and biradari connections 
and alliances than representing wider urban interests.”18

Th e disconnect of this po liti cal milieu from the public good is patent in 
its refusal to levy taxes—so as not to pay any themselves— while there can 
be no public good without tax revenue (not to mention tax fairness). But the 
disconnect is aggravated by the transformation of po liti cal parties into (un-
offi  cially) lucrative family enterprises, as is evident in the personal enrich-
ment of the po liti cal elite. In 2007, the list of the richest Pakistanis showed 
that Asif Ali Zardari— who was not even president at that time— came sec-
ond with an estimated fortune of $1.8 billion; the Sharif brothers came in 
number four with $1.4 billion.19 Six years later, Nawaz, who had become 
prime minister for the third time, turned out to be the richest parliamen-
tarian, with declared assets of Rs 1.824 billion. One of his ministers, Shahid 
Khaban Abbassi, was also a billionaire.20 In 2010, a report of the Pakistan 
Institute of Legislative Development and Transparency showed that the 
sitting members of Parliament  were three times richer than those who had 
been elected previously— and in many cases they  were the same people.21 In 
June 2014, the minister for planning and development, Ahsan Iqbal, de-
clared that he had started negotiations with Switzerland “to bring back 
around $200 billion stashed by Pakistani politicians in Swiss bank ac-
counts.”22 Around the same time, the Lahore High Court issued a notice to 
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sixty- four politicians “on a petition seeking directions for the politicians to 
bring their foreign assets back to Pakistan.”23

In the 1990s, the politicians’ corruption and Nawaz Sharif ’s authoritari-
anism alienated many citizens who took refuge in abstention or placed their 
faith in the army, as evident from Musharraf ’s popularity in 1999. But al-
though the military has appeared as a savior every now and again, it has 
tended to emulate similar ways and means.

As Aqil Shah shows in this volume, military coups have followed almost 
the same pattern for more than four de cades in Pakistan, as can be seen in 
their choreography since 1958. Each time, the army takes control peacefully, 
hands power over to its chief— wherefore the notion of consensual coup 
d’état— and replaces the “politicians” presented as harmful to the nation, 
with the more or less clear approval of the judicial apparatus, thereby 
 reinforcing the impression of a consensus, a notion that does not exclude 
authoritarianism, even if variants appear  here and there. Th e Zia years thus 
contrasted with the Ayub Khan/Yahya Khan era by their harshness and the 
Islamization policy for which they  were the framework. But Musharraf 
revamped the initial “model” to some extent.

Each episode of dictatorship results in the violent crushing of po liti cal, 
 union, and ethnonationalist leaders (hundreds of Baluch nationalists “disap-
peared” under Musharraf); more or less strict control of the media; greater 
rapprochement with the United States; militarization of the state apparatus 
(former or active offi  cers appointed to posts usually reserved for civilians); 
and the development of what Ayesha Siddiqa calls Milbus (“military busi-
ness,” the economic activities of the army), an ongoing pro cess that reached 
its height under Musharraf, placing the army at the head of an empire.24

Not only do the phases of state militarization always begin (and more or 
less unfold) the same way, but they also generally end in the same fashion. 
Aft er a number of years, civilians mobilize and manifest their desire for re-
gime change. At the vanguard of such protest movements are students and 
trade  union activists (as in the 1968–1969 agitation, with Z. A. Bhutto’s rise 
to power and his po liti cal appropriation of the unrest), bona fi de po liti cal 
parties (such as the Movement for the Restoration of Democracy of 1981–
1983), or legal professionals (as in the anti- Musharraf movement of 2007). 
But agitation itself never explains the fall of dictators. Each time external 
events also play a role, such as the war of 1965 in the case of Ayub Khan, the 
loss of East Bengal under Yahya Khan, the plane crash in the case of Zia, 
and the second war in Af ghan i stan, which exacerbated opposition to Mu-
sharraf, seen as a lackey to the United States.
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But even if street protest alone cannot bring down dictatorships, it largely 
explains their trajectory and especially the way in which all the military 
autocrats have been induced to make the same concessions each time. All 
have had to seek new sources of legitimacy in constitutive elements of the 
demo cratic pro cess: the people, a facade of constitutional legality, and po-
liti cal parties. None have been able to dispense with a referendum— however 
rigged. Beyond that, all have given the country a constitutional framework, 
leading them if not systematically to give up their uniform, at least to don 
the title and sometimes the attire of president. All have carried the pro cess 
of “civilianization” to the point of appointing a prime minister and legal-
izing po liti cal parties.

Th e trajectory of Pakistani military regimes is without a doubt the sign 
of the resilience of a demo cratic culture based as much on its attachment 
to the law (the liberal– legal aspect of democracy) as on the strong foothold 
of po liti cal parties, especially the PPP (the pluralist aspect of democracy). 
Consequently, politics in Pakistan moves within much better defi ned limits 
than what its chronic instability might suggest: the ground could not be 
better mapped out. Dictators all have had to liberalize their regime aft er 
some time and civilians never asked for all the power. Even its tempo seems 
regulated: just about every ten years, power changes hands between politi-
cians and the military and vice versa.

Th at said, the opposition between demo cratic politicians and dictatorial 
military men should be placed in perspective. Many parties have ended up 
making compromises with the military. Th e Pakistan Muslim League 
(Quaid-e-Azam) (PML- Q) is the very prototype of these “khaki parties” that 
cropped up as soon as Ayub Khan founded his party— which the father of 
PML- Q president Chaudry Shujaat Hussain moreover already led. In the 
1980s, Nawaz Sharif placed his sense of po liti cal maneuvering in the ser vice 
of Zia and then played into the hands of the Inter- Services Intelligence (ISI) 
to undermine Benazir Bhutto. She returned the compliment to the very end, 
as attested by the “deal” she made in 2007 with Musharraf at the expense of 
the Pakistan Muslim League (Nawaz) (PML- N). In the end, is there really 
such structural antagonism between civilians and the military? Many observ-
ers have come to consider po liti cal and army leaders as belonging to the 
same world. Ayesha Siddiqa thus speaks of an “elite partnership.”25 Steven 
Cohen, like Mushahid Hussain, refers to the domination of an “establish-
ment.”26 Hussain, himself a member of it—he was information minister 
under Nawaz Sharif before joining the PML- Q and becoming its secretary 
general— describes this establishment as made up of only some 500 people 
belonging to various circles, as much civilian as military.27
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Th e border between these two worlds has been shown to be porous on 
the right side of the po liti cal chessboard, Muslim League leaders having 
gone over to Zia (cf. Nawaz Sharif and Chaudhry Nisar Ali Khan, home 
minister since 2013) and later Musharraf (cf. the PML- Q). But this pro cess 
ended up aff ecting PPP leaders as well.

Generals’ sons moreover have very naturally gone into politics aft er the 
death of their fathers. Ijaz ul Haq, the son of Zia ul Haq, and Humayun 
Akhtar Khan, the son of General Akhtar Abdur Rahman, joined the PML- Q, 
whereas the son of Ayub Khan joined the anti- Bhutto Pakistan National Alli-
ance (PNA) in 1977 and then the PML- N—he was minister of foreign aff airs 
in Nawaz Sharif ’s government. Th ese three persons show that the dynastic 
syndrome has not only aff ected civilians. Other fi gures epitomize the con-
vergence of civilian and military circles. Th e most signifi cant is probably 
Syed Sharifuddin Pirzada, a lawyer who was Jinnah’s personal secretary 
before going on to work with all the perpetrators of coups d’état from Ayub 
Khan to Musharraf, in par tic u lar to counsel them in legal matters. But S. S. 
Pirzada also performed ser vices for Z. A. Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif. He 
is  the quintessential establishment man, with his share of corruption— 
moreover admitted, as he confessed his wrongs to journalist Ardeshir Cow-
asjee in these words: “Accept me as I am with warts, blemishes, briefcases 
and all. If it  were not for all the weak and corrupt governments of Pakistan, 
I would not be where I am today.”28

What binds together the Pakistani establishment is a sense of class inter-
est. Th e quest for personal enrichment it not restricted to “feudals” or busi-
nesspeople turned politicians; it has spread to the army, which as we have 
seen has become a lucrative enterprise that is not exempt from corruption. 
Even if Pakistan has no real “demo crats” or real “autocrats” that have survived 
over time like the Burmese junta, it has a wealth of authoritarian “plutocrats” 
that can be labeled an establishment. Th is blend of authoritarianism and 
patrimonialism is reminiscent of what Max Weber called sultanism, a type of 
regime that the German sociologist fi rst detected in the Ottoman Empire.

Th e convergence of po liti cal and military grandees in this version of sul-
tanism explains why no regime, be it civilian or military, aft er more or less 
timid attempts by Ayub Khan and Bhutto, has tackled social inequality— 
hence the lack of fair taxation.

In 2007, the president of the Supreme Court Bar Association arraigned 
the Pakistani army in a very telling  way:

Th e Pakistan Army was once renowned for its discipline, its fi ghting skills 
and its unfl inching fortitude in the face of adversity. It is now notorious 
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for its commercial avarice and its skill in making po liti cal deals. When its 
generals spend their time establishing real estate projects, farming, con-
structing roads, managing utilities, manufacturing cornfl akes, running 
aviation companies, operating banks, administrating educational insti-
tutes and playing politics, it is unsurprising that both national and inter-
national observers question their ability and willingness to fi ght and win 
the war against militants in Waziristan.29

In fact, the communion of po liti cal and military elites in a sultanic model 
tended to erect the judiciary as the only institutional alternative.

IN QUEST OF ALTERNATIVES

In 2007, for the fi rst time in Pakistan’s history, it was not  unionists or po liti-
cal agitators but lawyers and judges who, as much in the street as in the 
courts, brought down a military regime with the support of the media, which, 
despite its tendency to make compromises, can be to a large degree highly 
determined and even courageous.

Th e 2007 movement needs to be seen in a larger perspective because what 
is known as a phase of “judicial activism” in Pakistan started in 2005 with 
the appointment of Chief Justice Ift ikhar Muhammad Chaudhry. Justice 
Chaudhry has fought not only against Musharraf ’s authoritarianism rule 
but also against the disappearance of Baluch nationalists and Islamist mil-
itants. Lately, he mobilized against Zardari’s corruption, to such an extent 
that he forced Prime Minister Yusuf Raza Gilani to resign in 2012 because 
Gilani did not want to initiate a proper investigation. Th e Chief Justice has 
not spared the former military rulers either. In October 2012, he chaired a 
three- member bench of the apex court, which gave an unpre ce dented judg-
ment against former COAS general Aslam Beg and former Director General 
of the ISI (DGISI) Asad Durrani. In 1996, Air Marshal (retired) Asghar 
Khan had fi led a petition in the court accusing them both— among others—
to have distributed money (Rs 60 million) to opponents of Benazir Bhutto to 
ensure her defeat in the 1990 elections. Th e court ordered the government 
to investigate the matter because it ruled that Beg and Durrani had violated 
the Constitution while rigging the elections and that legal proceedings had 
also to be initiated against those who had received money.

As Philip Oldenburg argues in chapter 3, the growing infl uence of the 
judiciary may contribute to make po liti cal competition more clean and 
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therefore restore the confi dence of the public in the state institutions. Th is 
may result in the return of the voters in the electoral pro cess. Th e main ben-
efi ciary of this changing landscape may be Imran Khan, the only national 
politician who has never been associated with power at the center. Th e anti- 
American protest that he has articulated in his campaign against the drone 
attacks in the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) has attracted a 
lot of support. Th is popularity translated somewhat into votes in 2013, but 
the resilience of the PTI remains to be seen, as Mohammed Waseem shows 
in chapter 2, on po liti cal parties in Pakistan.

However, the prestige of Ift ikhar Chaudhry did not only come from his 
fi ght against discredited (ex-)rulers. It also refl ected the hunger for justice 
that is probably today one of the most powerful driving forces of Pakistani 
society— partly because of the rise of inequalities and the way the establish-
ment is amassing fortunes. Th is is one of the factors that explains the attrac-
tiveness of the Islamist discourse.

Certainly, the Islamist groups have benefi ted over the last three de cades 
of Zia’s Islamization policy, the multiplication of dini madaris, the success-
ful anti- Soviet jihad in Af ghan i stan, and—in the case of the Sunni groups— 
the rise of sectarianism. But today they cash in on anti- American feelings 
(fostered by the “occupation” of Af ghan i stan and the attacks against Paki-
stani sovereignty) and a craze for (social) justice. Indeed, the expansion of 
some of the most militant groups is due not only to the support of Al Qaeda 
but also to the social agenda of rather plebeian movements. Th eir revolu-
tionary potential is obvious in the FATA— where they rule in large territo-
ries, sometimes dispense a form of justice, and are replacing the old elite 
groups. In fact, the old tribal leaders, Maliks and Khans, have been executed 
in large numbers by young fi ghting Mollahs.

Th e social dimension of this jihad explains that traditional parties (in-
cluding the Jama’at- e- Islami, a former ally of Zia) have lost most of their 
relevance. In fact, they are looked at as part of the establishment by the 
most radical group, not only because some of them (including the Jamiat- e 
Ulama- e Islam (JUI) are regular occupiers of ministerial positions, but also 
because they are cut off  from the plebeians. Th erefore, there is a societal ele-
ment in the battle that is taking place in the FATA— but also in Punjab—as 
Mariam Abou Zahab shows in chapter 4. Deeply entrenched social hierar-
chies are at stake. Th is component can only make the— already intense— 
military confl ict even more devastating.

Th e unleashing of terrorist violence in response to the military interven-
tions of the Americans (via the drones) and the Pakistani army (on the 
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ground) in the Pashtun area has reached unpre ce dented levels in the last few 
years. In four years (2008–2013), 12,107 terrorist attacks (including those 
by suicide bombers) have killed 16,030 people— including a large number 
of police and soldiers.30 As Hassan Abbas shows in chapter 5, Pakistan is 
facing a major security challenge domestically, and the growing awareness 
among the military that the main challenge may not come from India but 
comes from the inside could explain the North Waziristan operation that 
started in June 2014.

Th is critical situation shows that Pakistan is paying the price for the sup-
port it gave to jihadists for decades— since the 1970s—in order to “bleed In-
dia” in Kashmir and to acquire some “strategic depth” in Af ghan i stan, the 
country on which Avinash Paliwal focuses in chapter 7, in relation to Paki-
stan. Indeed, as evident from the basic assumption of this volume, the return 
to normalcy of Pakistan domestically implies a normalization of its rela-
tions with both its neighbors, India and Af ghan i stan.

* * *

In contrast to this introduction, the chapters of the present volume begin 
not with the external factors but with the domestic issues. If the book, there-
fore, ends with the international context, it is not only because it is more 
logical to the human mind to think about par tic u lar problems before turn-
ing toward larger ones. What ever the order in which the arguments are 
presented, this book analyzes the internal and external dimensions of the 
Pakistani trajectory, as well as their interaction.
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The Pakistan military has repeatedly intervened to arrest the develop-
ment of democracy in the country, ruling Pakistan directly for almost 
half the country’s existence. Between 1947 and 2012, not even once did 

an elected government complete its tenure and peacefully transfer power to 
another elected government. All of Pakistan’s previous transitions to de-
mocracy  were aborted by military coups. Even when the armed forces  were 
not in power, they maintained a fi rm grip on national politics. Pakistan 
made its latest transition to democracy in 2008 when the military extricated 
itself from government, once again, aft er eight years of authoritarian rule 
under General Pervez Musharraf (1999–2007). In 2013, Pakistan fi nally 
broke its curse of zero demo cratic turnovers when the Pakistan Peoples 
Party (PPP) completed its full constitutional term of fi ve years and surren-
dered power, and its main challenger, Nawaz Sharif ’s PML- N, emerged vic-
torious in the parliamentary elections held in 2013, both at the center and in 
Punjab Province.

In order to understand the trajectory of civil– military relations since 
2007, this chapter examines the mode of military disengagement from politics 
while locating military interventions and dominance in historical perspec-
tive. Faced with a mobilized opposition led by the “lawyers’ movement,” seek-
ing to reinstate the sacked Supreme Court Chief Justice Ift ikhar Muhammad 
Chaudhry, the military government reached out to the largest opposition 
party, the PPP, to negotiate its exit. But despite blows to its public standing 
and without extracting any formal legal safeguards to preserve its interests 
once it had left  power— conditions associated with the diminution of mili-
tary entitlements in other contexts1— the Pakistan military was able to 
retain its core institutional privileges, concerning control over its internal 

CHAPTER 1
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structure, national security missions, bud getary allocations, intelligence 
gathering, and so on.

What explains why the military remained strong enough to maintain its 
po liti cal and strategic infl uence in the post- authoritarian context despite 
a weakened military- led authoritarian regime?2 How and to what extent 
have the military’s entitlements impeded the consolidation of demo cratic 
government,3 including the procedural minima of civilian control over the 
military?

In order to answer these questions, this chapter makes a twofold argu-
ment. First, it contends that the paradox of weak military government– 
strong military institution was the result of structural diff erentiation between 
these two components of the state that allowed the institutional military to 
disassociate itself from the authoritarian regime and withdraw on its own 
terms.4 While the government and the military  were connected at the top 
by the president and army chief of staff , General Musharraf, the institution 
was not directly involved in government. Many military offi  cers  were ap-
pointed to the civilian bureaucracy, but the military institution did not hi-
erarchically take over direct command of the state. Th ere  were no military 
councils of ministers and no reserved seats for members of the military in 
the Parliament, as in Suharto’s Indonesia or Pinochet’s Chile. In fact, the 
large majority of the military was focused on combat readiness against its 
archrival India and, to a lesser degree, on counterinsurgency missions 
against Taliban militants in the country’s Federally Administered Tribal 
Areas (FATA) bordering Af ghan i stan.

Th erein lies the crux of the matter: the almost permanent perceived 
threat from India makes the government- institution distinction imperative 
for the maintenance of military cohesion and integrity and accords the 
armed forces a preeminent strategic position within the state that is un-
aff ected by the po liti cal or economic per for mance of a par tic u lar military 
government. Th us, while the antiregime mobilization attacked the legitimacy 
of the military government, the military institution qua institution generally 
managed to remain above the po liti cal fray. No less important, the uniformed 
military did not directly participate in repressing the antigovernment pro-
tests, which enabled it to leave power without incriminating itself in the un-
savory deeds of the despot. In fact, the high command compensated for the 
military institution’s association with the military government by withdraw-
ing support from Musharraf during the opposition movement, thus depriving 
him of his core power base and ultimately convincing him to resign.

Second, the chapter argues that the degree to which the military can im-
pose constraints on demo cratic governance aft er it leaves power is better 
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explained by focusing on two interrelated dimensions of civil– military re-
lations in a new regime: military prerogatives and military contestation.5 
Military prerogatives are policy areas where “whether challenged or not, 
the military as institution assumes they have an acquired right or privi-
lege, formal or informal, to exercise eff ective control.” 6 Contestation is 
the military’s “articulated disagreement” or protest against the policies of 
civilian governments that challenge its prerogatives.7

Th e chapter proceeds in the following manner. Th e next section traces 
the formative historical conditions that helped foster the military’s institu-
tional prerogatives. It then illuminates the context of the military’s latest in-
stitutional extrication, paying special attention to the interacting pro cesses 
of authoritarian liberalization, opposition mobilization, regime weakening, 
transitional bargaining, and the actual transition to civilian rule in 2007–
2008. Finally, it examines post- authoritarian civil– military relations in Paki-
stan from the perspective of military prerogatives and military contestation 
of civilian authority to assess their impact on the consolidation of demo-
cratic rule.

THE HEAVY HAND OF HISTORY: “NATION- STATE” BUILDING 
UNDER CONDITIONS OF WARFARE

Given a bitter rivalry in the de cade preceding in de pen dence, Pakistan’s 
founding Muslim League leadership, led by Mohammad Ali Jinnah, sus-
pected that the Congress government of India viewed the creation of Paki-
stan as a “temporary recession of certain territories from India which would 
soon be reabsorbed.”8 Th e onset of the territorial confl ict between the two 
countries over the princely state of Kashmir, which sparked military hostili-
ties in 1947–1948, turned this suspicion into deep insecurity, further compli-
cated by irredentist Afghan claims on Pakistan’s northwestern territories.9 It 
also spurred the “militarization” of the Pakistani state in the early years,10 
thus providing the context in which the generals could increase their infl u-
ence in domestic politics and national security policy while at the same 
time observing constitutional procedures. As state building and survival 
became synonymous with the “war eff ort,” the civilian leadership diverted 
scarce resources from development to defense11 and abdicated its responsibil-
ity of oversight over the military, thereby allowing the generals a virtual free 
hand over internal or gan i za tional aff airs and national security management.

Reinforcing the emergence of this warrior state was an equally crucial 
po liti cal handicap: Pakistan lacked the primary background condition that 
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makes democracy (and, by implication, civilian demo cratic control of the 
military) possible: national unity.12 In the words of Christophe Jaff relot, 
Pakistan’s was a “nationalism without a nation.”13 Pakistan emerged from 
British colonial rule with a deep ethnic diversity that overlapped with its 
geo graph i cal division into two wings, West Pakistan and East Pakistan, sep-
arated by Indian territory. While West Pakistan (or, more precisely, the 
migrants or Mohajirs from northern and western India and the Punjabis) 
dominated the central government and its institutions, East Pakistan had a 
territorially concentrated and po liti cally conscious Bengali majority, which 
was excluded from the armed forces and the civil bureaucracy.14 In de pen-
dence provided a “brief moment of po liti cal unity.”15 However, the West 
Pakistani elites’ desire to forcefully integrate the Bengalis and other smaller 
West Pakistani ethnic groups (Pashtuns, Sindhis, and the Baluch) into the 
“nation- state,” while denying the legitimacy of all claims for po liti cal repre-
sen ta tion, participation, and regional autonomy based on subnational iden-
tities, led to the centralization of power, which decreased provincial auton-
omy and further strained the internal cohesion that can greatly facilitate the 
craft ing of demo cratic institutions.

Strong po liti cal parties can be crucial to po liti cal stability and demo cratic 
consolidation. In par tic u lar, parties with “stable roots in society” have the 
capability to peacefully moderate and mediate social confl ict. Th e Muslim 
League had weak social and or gan i za tional roots in Pakistan.16 Hence, the 
League leadership’s ability to “govern with consent” was complicated by the 
existential po liti cal threat stemming from the numerical logic of electoral 
democracy. Rather that pursuing “state- nation” policies that could help 
the development of “multiple and complementary identities” and accom-
modate distinct ethnic and cultural groups within a demo cratic federal 
framework, Pakistan’s founding elites followed “nation- state policies” de-
signed to create a single nation congruent with the po liti cal boundaries of 
the state, albeit for “reasons of state” or po liti cal expediency.17 However, this 
national unifi cation project only exacerbated “the chasm between the ide-
ology and sociology” of Pakistan, especially by politicizing Bengali iden-
tity.18 For instance, even though 98 percent of the majority Bengalis (54 
percent of the total population) spoke Bangla, the central government 
denied that language the national status it deserved and imposed Urdu 
(the fi rst language of only 7 percent of the total population) as the sole 
state language immediately aft er in de pen dence, which sparked a “language 
movement” in East Pakistan as early as 1948.

Seeking to consolidate state authority, Jinnah and his successors found a 
ready- made governing formula in the iron fi st of viceregalism. Backed by 
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the military, the viceregal executive sacked noncompliant civilian cabinets 
(1953), delayed constitution making, disbanded Parliament when it craft ed 
a federal demo cratic constitution (1954), removed an elected government in 
East Pakistan (1954), and ultimately amalgamated the provinces of West 
Pakistan into “One Unit” to create parity with East Pakistan (1955–1956). As 
governmental legitimacy was eviscerated under the heavy burden of author-
itarian centralization, especially in East Pakistan, the emerging guardians 
of national security in the military developed serious doubts about the ap-
propriateness and feasibility of parliamentary democracy in a fragile polity 
threatened by external threat and internal dissension. By the mid-1950s, the 
military under its fi rst Pakistani commander- in- chief, General Ayub Khan, 
had dropped its pretensions of po liti cal neutrality and was no longer con-
cerned merely with protecting its autonomy or bud gets. Instead, the gener-
als (and infl uential civilian bureaucrats) began to envisage a new form of 
“controlled” democracy “suited to the genius” of the Pakistani people.19

Here, institutional developments within the military had important 
consequences for civilian politics because they reinforced the offi  cer corps’ 
emerging guardian mentality. Starting in the early 1950s, the military under-
went a formative pro cess of institutional transformation from an “ex- colonial” 
army into a “national” army with a corporate identity and ethos of its own. 
Th is pro cess of institutional development was further spurred by military 
training, expertise, and armaments Pakistan received for allying with the 
United States to contain the threat of Soviet expansionism. Th is increased 
the capabilities of Pakistan’s small army, including its fi repower, mobility, 
multiterrain operations, and command and control, thereby boosting the 
military’s “already high confi dence in itself.”20 Th is rapid military profes-
sionalization also confl icted sharply with the perceived failure and in-
stability of civilian politics, especially the inability of politicians to craft  
an appropriate po liti cal system that would ensure national harmony and 
economic development. Th e high command believed that only a united and 
prosperous Pakistan could stand up to India and blunt the chances of the 
external (Indian) abetment of internal strife.21 Th us, American Cold War 
security assistance contributed to fanning the army’s praetorian ambitions 
by rapidly modernizing it, which reinforced the soldiers’ belief in the supe-
riority of their skills over civilian politicians and was crucial to the high 
command’s decision to expand into an array of civilian roles and functions. 
Initially, the military called the shots under the cover of a Janowitzian 
“civil– military co ali tion” fi guratively headed by the governor general.22

Aft er Pakistan’s fi rst constitution came into force in March 1956, it was 
only a matter of time before national elections installed a government of 
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autonomist Bengalis and their West Pakistani allies.23 In October 1958, 
the military demolished the constitutional order and established a “preven-
tive autocracy”24 to preempt the “chaos” it thought would be unleashed by 
the country’s fi rst universally franchised elections, which would likely 
have brought the “India- friendly” and presumably “communist” Bengali 
nationalists to power. Within a de cade of Pakistan’s in de pen dence, the 
military eff ectively interrupted the pro cess of demo cratic evolution (how-
ever tenuous and fl awed it was), and Pakistan has yet to recover from that 
fateful setback.

Th is outcome contradicts the conventional wisdom in the po liti cal sci-
ence literature. Drawing on the work of Stanislav Andreski,25 several schol-
ars argue that external security threats result in civilian supremacy over the 
military. As Samuel Huntington described it, “from the standpoint of civil-
ian control, happy is the country with a traditional enemy.”26 Th e logic is 
that when a mortal enemy is knocking on the gates, civilians and the mili-
tary unite to fi ght it.27 As a result, the military becomes focused exclusively 
on external defense, as long as civilians supply it with the resources neces-
sary to carry out its mission.28 As I have argued elsewhere, Pakistan’s expe-
rience suggests that this prevalent interpretation of the relationship between 
the soldier and the state ignores a crucial intervening variable: national 
unity.29 External threats can be unifying or divisive depending on the de-
gree of antecedent domestic cohesion,30 especially during the early stages of 
state formation. Put simply, the greater the shared sense of po liti cal com-
munity, the more likely that security threats will unify civilian and military 
elites across the board and focus the military outward and away from soci-
ety. Otherwise, military danger and crises can “subdue civilians and pass 
all powers to the generals.”31 Ethnic divisions between West and East Paki-
stan (as well as within West Pakistan) limited the prospects of a unifi ed re-
sponse to external danger, which ostensibly raised fears among civilian and 
military governing elites that external enemies could exploit internal dis-
unity, which spurred the imposition of authoritarian emergency mea sures 
to maintain what they perceived to be national security, which in turn alien-
ated the Bengalis and ultimately led to state breakup in 1971.

Over time, repeated military coup d’états and military or military- led 
governments (e.g., 1958–1969 under General Ayub, 1969–1971 under General 
Yahya Khan, 1977–1988 under General Zia ul Haq, and 1999–2008 under 
General Musharraf) that have followed each coup have led the military to 
entrench its prerogatives. For instance, the military claims a large chunk of 
the national bud get (for example, 4.5 percent of gross domestic product on 
average between 1995 and 2009)32 without any meaningful civilian over-
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sight. It has also used its privileged position in the state to appropriate 
public resources (e.g., in the form of concessionary land grants for offi  cers’ 
housing societies and subsidies for its “welfare foundations”) that has ex-
panded its commercial and business interests into vitals sectors of the 
economy. Th ough not the original motivation for military intervention 
in politics, “Military Inc.” acts as an added incentive for maintaining its 
po liti cal infl uence.33

Th e military’s “clientalistic” ties to the United States have repeatedly re-
inforced the military’s praetorian propensity. Th is relationship “reached its 
culmination” during the Central Intelligence Agency’s covert anti- Soviet 
war in Af ghan i stan when Washington supplied the Pakistani military 
with F-16s, and the Inter- Services Intelligence (ISI) “received billions of 
dollars to support the Mujahideen.”34 Th e post-9/11 U.S. occupation of Af-
ghan i stan made Pakistan a “frontline” ally once again, leading the Bush 
administration to back the Musharraf government as a key ally in fi ghting 
Al Qaeda, thus lending military rule a degree of external legitimacy and 
even more aid.35

ENTER AND EXIT MILITARY GOVERNMENT: 
CONTEXT, CHOICE, AND CONTENTION (1999–2007)

Th e proximate roots of the current state of civil– military relations can be 
traced to the military government of General Zia. Th e 1977 coup, which 
brought him to power, ended the elected PPP government of Prime Minis-
ter Zulfi qar Ali Bhutto (1971–1977). Having co- opted and/or divided opposi-
tion to his rule and ruthlessly contained antiregime mobilization by the 
PPP- led Movement for the Restoration of Democracy (MRD), Zia trans-
formed the country’s fi rst demo cratically craft ed parliamentary constitu-
tion of 1973 into a semi- presidential hybrid, with a powerful president and a 
weakened prime minister (PM) to guarantee the military’s continuing tute-
lage of elected government aft er he gradually civilianized his regime in the 
early 1980s. One of the key prerogatives acquired by the military president 
was the power to appoint military ser vice chiefs previously reserved for the 
PM. An even more po liti cally far- reaching prerogative concerned presiden-
tial decree powers under Article 58(2)B of the constitution, which empow-
ered the president to arbitrarily sack civilian governments. Aft er Zia’s death 
in a plane crash in 1988, the military institution decided to extricate osten-
sibly due to the high institutional cost to the military of holding on to gov-
ernment aft er a de cade of military rule.36 But facing a divided and weakened 
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opposition, the military was able to preserve Article 58(2)B and presidential 
control over top military appointments.

In the de cade that followed the transition from authoritarian rule, the 
military used presidential decrees to prematurely unseat three elected 
governments— two belonging to the PPP led by Benazir Bhutto (1988–1990, 
1993–1996) and the third to Nawaz Sharif ’s right- of- center Pakistan Muslim 
League government (PML- N, 1990–1993)— mainly when they challenged 
military prerogatives. Upon assuming power with a two- thirds majority in 
1997, the Parliament led by Sharif ’s PML- N abolished the presidential coup 
prerogative and reappropriated the power to appoint military ser vice chiefs 
to the PM. In October 1999, the military under General Pervez Musharraf 
seized power when Sharif tried to fi re the general in the wake of civil– military 
tensions over the military- initiated Kargil war with India.

Aft er overthrowing the civilian government, Musharraf appointed himself 
as “chief executive” of the country, created a military- dominated National 
Security Council (NSC), and initiated a po liti cally motivated “accountabil-
ity” drive to target the regime’s opponents, especially the PML- N. Like his 
military pre de ces sors, Musharraf had his coup legitimized by the Supreme 
Court under the “doctrine of state necessity,” albeit subject to a three- year 
grace period for holding parliamentary elections.37

Facing legitimacy problems inherent to authoritarian regimes, Mu-
sharraf initiated a pro cess of gradual po liti cal liberalization: relaxing curbs 
on civil liberties, opening up private broadcast media, and allowing limited 
po liti cal pluralism. In April 2002, he or ga nized a fraudulent referendum to 
appoint himself as president for fi ve years. In the meantime, the military 
ISI created a new right- wing po liti cal party, the Pakistan Muslim League 
(Quaid- e- Azam; PML- Q), to act as the civilian face of the military govern-
ment. Th e PML- Q mainly comprised disaff ected, coerced, or bribed defec-
tors from the PML- N. It also facilitated the creation of the Muttahida Majlis- e 
Amal (MMA, or United Action Front), an alliance of six Islamist parties of 
diff erent theological and sectarian persuasions, to further squeeze the 
PML- N’s right- of- center vote. No less important, the regime decreed elec-
toral rules to marginalize the opposition leadership, such as the Sharif and 
Bhutto- specifi c clause barring anyone from holding the offi  ce of prime min-
ister more than twice. It fi nally held a manipulated parliamentary election 
in October 2002, which brought the PML- Q to power at the center, and in 
the largest Punjab Province, thereby allowing the military government to 
cloak itself in the universally respectable veneer of democracy.38 With the 
help of the PML- Q and its Islamists allies in Parliament, Musharraf amended 
the constitution in 2003 to revive presidential coup powers, as well as 
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presidential authority to appoint high state offi  cials, including military 
ser vice chiefs.

But liberalization turned out, as it oft en does, to be a dangerous gamble. 
Once an authoritarian regime permits even limited contestation, it sends 
out the signal to society that the “costs of collective action” are no longer 
high.39 As a result, previously barricaded arenas of opposition become avail-
able for contestation, especially if “exemplary individuals”  were willing to 
probe the boundaries of the regime’s tolerance. And  here the strategic choices 
and symbolic leadership provided by the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, 
Ift ikhar Muhammad Chaudhry, helped unite and galvanize opposition in 
both civil and po liti cal society.40

Pakistan’s courts have typically condoned military interventions in the 
past, thereby endowing legitimacy on successive authoritarian regimes and 
indirectly aiding the endurance of military prerogatives. Chaudhry himself 
was part of the twelve- member bench of the Supreme Court that legalized 
Musharraf ’s coup in May 2000 and was a member of several others that vali-
dated Musharraf ’s extraconstitutional actions, including his presidential 
referendum and his retention of the post of army chief during his fi rst pres-
idential term. However, this judicial appeasement began to unravel when 
Justice Chaudhry was appointed to the country’s top judicial post in 2005. 
Buoyed by support from the newly in de pen dent media, the Chaudhry court 
began to challenge the military government through public interest litiga-
tion, intervening to regulate commodity prices, canceling corrupt public 
sector privatization contracts, and pursuing the cases of hundreds of “disap-
peared” persons, mostly terror suspects illegally detained by military intelli-
gence agencies since Pakistan joined the U.S.- led war on terrorism in 2001.

In 2007, Musharraf ’s fi ve- year presidential term was set to expire.41 No 
longer certain that the Supreme Court would endorse him as president in 
uniform, the general and his intelligence chiefs made an ill- fated attempt 
in March 2007 to fi re Justice Chaudhry for alleged misuse of authority.42 
Th e move sparked countrywide contentious mobilization led by the Su-
preme Court Bar against what it termed the government’s assault on judi-
cial in de pen dence. Th e protests  were focused on the narrow goal of restor-
ing the Chief Justice, but they also tapped into latent po liti cal resentment 
against the military- led government, mobilizing broader opposition from 
the media, rights organizations, and po liti cal parties.43 To the distress of 
General Musharraf, the Supreme Court rejected the charges against 
Chaudhry and restored him to offi  ce in June 2007.

Because he could not easily mend fences with Sharif, whom he had ex-
iled to Saudi Arabia in 2000, Musharraf had made eff orts to reach out to the 
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self- exiled former premiere and PPP leader, Benazir Bhutto. But facing 
judicial activism and pressure from civil society added urgency to his need 
for striking a power- sharing pact with her party. As the most pop u lar and 
“moderate” politician of the country, Bhutto was also the choice of the 
United States (and the United Kingdom) for a civilian partner in Pakistan 
who could salvage Musharraf by broadening the pop u lar base of his re-
gime.44 Bhutto’s main motivation for engaging the regime was to end her 
decade- long po liti cal exile and return to power. She placed several key pre-
conditions on the table: Musharraf ’s retirement as army chief, free and fair 
elections, the lift ing of the Bhutto (and, by default, Nawaz Sharif ) specifi c 
ban on seeking a third prime ministerial term, and, most important, the re-
moval of “po liti cally motivated” corruption charges against her and her 
spouse, Asif Ali Zardari.

Direct meetings between Bhutto and Musharraf, followed by several 
rounds of talks between their trusted aides— including then Director Gen-
eral of the ISI (DG- ISI) General Ashfaq Pervez Kayani on behalf of the mil-
itary government— reportedly resulted in a “deal” in October 2007, under 
which the PPP agreed to support Musharraf ’s reelection as president in 
return for a retraction of the corruption cases and the removal of the third- 
term ban on her election as prime minister.45 Although he did not remove 
the bar on her reelection, Musharraf agreed to rescind the corruption 
charges and enacted an amnesty law, the National Reconciliation Ordinance 
(NRO), in the same month, which paved the way for Bhutto’s return. He 
then moved to secure a second presidential term by a controversial parlia-
mentary vote with the PPP’s help.46

However, acting on petitions, the court suspended the NRO and stayed 
the presidential election results until it could make a fi nal decision about 
Musharraf ’s eligibility for reelection as a president- in- uniform. Expecting 
an adverse ruling on his reelection bid, Musharraf suspended the constitu-
tion, declared a state of emergency on November 3, 2007, and put Chaudhry 
and other defi ant judges under  house arrest. Backed by the military high 
command, the general armed himself with a new authoritarian constitu-
tion, the Provisional Constitutional Order (PCO), to purge the courts.47 He 
then packed the Supreme Court with loyalist judges and had them legalize 
his reelection.

Musharraf ’s “second coup” hastened the military government’s demise 
by galvanizing a broader civilian opposition in both po liti cal and civil soci-
ety, comprising lawyers, students, academics, journalists, activists, opposi-
tion parties, and ordinary citizens. In response, the government cracked 
down, arresting thousands of protesters and gagging the media. Th e re-
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gime’s actions made it po liti cally diffi  cult for Bhutto to continue her coop-
eration with Musharraf, and she was obliged to demand his resignation, a 
step that temporarily coalesced the opposition by bringing the PPP and the 
PML- N closer together.48

Although the general staff  had formally supported the emergency,49 an-
other fi ve years of Musharraf ’s “military” presidency did not have a strong 
constituency among members of the offi  cer corps, already demoralized by 
fi ghting “Washington’s” war on terror on their own soil. Jealously protec-
tive of its institutional prestige and status, now sullied by its close associa-
tion with a detested and degraded military ruler, the military institution 
withheld its active support from Musharraf. Responding to pressure from 
the middle ranking and ju nior offi  cers, the corps commanders reportedly 
decided that they could “no longer stand by Musharraf and provide him in-
stitutional cover,” when he had become the main target of collective rage 
in po liti cal and civil society.50 Although the antiregime protest movement 
did not constitute a “people’s power” insurrection that could have forced 
the military’s hand, the uniformed military generally avoided direct in-
volvement in repression because of the potentially adverse eff ects on its 
reputation.

Th e Bush administration also insisted that Musharraf relinquish his uni-
form and hold elections.51 Having lost the crucial backing of his command-
ers and reeling under domestic and external pressure, the general fi nally 
resigned his army post in November 2007, ended the emergency in Decem-
ber of the same year, and ultimately or ga nized parliamentary elections in 
February 2008. Although Bhutto was murdered during the election cam-
paign, the PPP, under her widower, Asif Ali Zardari, won a plurality of 
seats in the National Assembly (the lower  house of Parliament) and formed 
a short- lived co ali tion government with the PML- N, both at the center and 
in the largest and po liti cally most important Punjab Province. Th e two par-
ties also cooperated in Parliament to start impeachment proceedings against 
the civilian President Musharraf for “high treason,” which fi nally pushed 
him out of offi  ce in August 2008.

It is important to discuss the nature and structure of the Musharraf- led 
authoritarian regime to understand how the institutional military was able 
to extricate without having to compromise on its expansive prerogatives. 
Th e 1999 coup, which brought the military to power, was an institutional act, 
carried out by the military institution in response to perceived threats to 
military integrity posed by the then prime minister Sharif ’s actions. Th us, 
the authoritarian government was clearly military in its origins. But its 
nature and structure  were relatively less militarized than those of the 
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well- known military governments in the Southern Cone of Latin America 
and even the previous military government of General Zia. Although as 
army chief of staff  Musharraf was the indisputable head of both the mili-
tary government and the military institution, he did not declare martial 
law like Zia (or even Ayub) in part because of the reduced acceptability and 
increased diplomatic and fi nancial costs of military rule in the post– Cold 
War international environment.

In his capacity as chief martial law administrator, Zia had formally es-
tablished an advisory council comprising both members of the top brass and 
civilians. Some army corps commanders held cabinet- level appointments 
while others acted simultaneously as provincial governors.52 Th e military 
was also hierarchically involved in executive and judicial functions through 
special military courts and geo graph i cally or ga nized martial law adminis-
trations. In contrast, the military had no direct role in the cabinet or any 
other top public offi  ce in the Musharraf period. Th is structural separation 
between the two was also evident in the level of military involvement at the 
lower levels of government. For instance, even though over a thousand in-
dividual military offi  cers  were seconded to diff erent agencies and levels in 
the civil bureaucracy,53 the hierarchical military did not assume any direct 
role in day- to- day governing, with the exception of the “army monitoring 
teams” tasked with a brief watchdog role over civilian agencies aft er the 
coup.54 However, much like the previous military governments of Ayub and 
Zia, the bulk of the offi  cer corps was engaged in performing purely military 
duties and thus out of the public gaze, even during the height of the anti-
government mobilization in 2007.

Th ere was also a historical factor at play. To a considerable degree, the 
military’s widely accepted (mainly in the Punjab, the center of both po liti-
cal and military power) external mission against India has insulated it from 
any potential challenges to its control over or gan i za tional structure and 
functions once it has left  power. Th e clear and present external threat has 
long provided the Pakistan army with an important source of the institu-
tional cohesion needed to avoid the factionalism that typically engulfs 
politicized militaries during transitions.55

CIVIL– MILITARY POLITICS AFTER THE EXTRICATION

Keen to wipe off  the stain of the military government from the military in-
stitution, Chief of Staff  General Kayani, who replaced Musharraf in that 
post in November 2007, pledged to keep the military away from politics. 
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Toward this end, he made several “demo cratic” overtures. He reportedly 
banned offi  cers from keeping contact with politicians and announced the 
recall of active- duty personnel from the bureaucracy. Th e relative success 
of the two main opposition parties, the PPP and the PML- N, in the 2008 
parliamentary elections shows that the military institution, especially the ISI, 
generally did not rig the ballot in favor of the PML- Q as it had done in 2002. 
Press reports also indicated that the high command closed down the ISI’s 
notorious “po liti cal” wing implicated in rigging elections and blackmailing 
and/or bribing politicians in the past.56 All these steps led some observers 
to contrast Musharraf ’s po liti cal behavior to General Kayani’s apo liti cal 
professionalism.57

Somewhat unexpectedly, the military also did not contest changes in the 
constitution that  were designed to erode its tutelage of government. For 
instance, the PPP- led government decided to formally abolish the defunct 
NSC in 2009,58 which sought to “bring the military [in the government] 
to keep them out,” as Musharraf described it.59 Th e most signifi cant demo-
cratic reform was the eigh teenth constitutional amendment. Signed into 
law in April 2010 with a unanimous parliamentary vote, the amendment 
restored the constitution to its parliamentary essence by diminishing the 
powers of the president, including the reassignment of presidential author-
ity to appoint military ser vice chiefs, to the elected chief executive. Most 
crucially, it abolished the president’s “coup” powers under Article 58(2)B, 
thereby depriving the military of an important constitutional tool for secur-
ing its interests. Similarly, the government and the opposition have collabo-
rated in reforming electoral institutions and pro cesses to make the ballot 
more credible and transparent. In par tic u lar, a bipartisan parliamentary 
committee will appoint the chief election commissioner and the four mem-
bers of the Election Commission from a list provided by the prime minister 
and the leader of the opposition in the national assembly (the appointments 
 were previously a presidential prerogative). A similar procedure will govern 
the appointment of the caretaker prime minster.60

Th e military’s studied silence over these far- reaching reforms masked a 
cold cost- benefi t calculation. Musharraf- era rules and structures like the 
NSC  were secondary to such fi rst- order or gan i za tional priorities as preserv-
ing corporate autonomy and de facto infl uence over national security deci-
sion making. Th e generals tolerated their abolition in part because of the 
institutional imperative to delink the military from the structures and rules 
that symbolized the perpetuation of the ancien régime. No less important, the 
mobilized opposition in po liti cal and civil society had demanded an end to 
military government and a return to competitive elections, with a restoration 
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of the 1973 constitution to its pre-1999 form as a key rallying point. Hence, 
even if the military had wished to retain a formal seat at the table, it was 
either too soon or risky aft er a prolonged period of military government to 
resist a reform that enjoyed broad po liti cal support.

However, the military’s “professional” pose masks deeper institutionally 
held assumptions about the desirability of high military prerogatives and 
military tutelage of government. Th e high command continues to consider 
drastic military solutions to po liti cal crises as legitimate, albeit as “tempo-
rary” mea sures. Even as he projected himself as a demo crat, Kayani believed 
that “military interventions are sometimes necessary to maintain Pakistan’s 
stability.” In fact, he compared coups to “temporary bypasses that are cre-
ated when a bridge collapses on democracy’s highway. Aft er the bridge is 
repaired, then there’s no longer any need for the detour.” 61 Th e military’s 
belief in the appropriateness of interventions is particularly revealed during 
crises, such as the po liti cal deadlock over the deposed judges in February– 
March 2009. Although the PPP government had released the judges from 
 house arrest immediately aft er assuming power, it was reluctant to rein-
state Chief Justice Ift ikhar Chaudhry because of his known opposition to 
the NRO. Still, President Zardari had assured his main co ali tion partner, 
the PML- N, that his government would restore the judges, which was a key 
plank of that party’s 2008 election campaign. However, Zardari reneged 
(fi rst in May and again in August 2008), fearing that the Chaudhry- led court 
would repeal the corruption amnesty.

In August 2008, the PML- N formally left  the co ali tion government.62 
With the government stalling on the judges’ issue, the leadership of the law-
yers’ movement decided to march on Islamabad and hold a dharna (sit-in) 
before Parliament on the second anniversary of the sacking of Justice 
Chaudhry (March 9, 2007). Th e PML- N joined hands with the lawyers, as 
did other parties, including the Jama’at- e- Islami (JI) and the Pakistan 
Tehreeke Insaaf (PTI, or the Pakistan Movement for Justice).63 In a preemp-
tive strike, Zardari used a court ruling disqualifying the Punjab chief minis-
ter and Sharif ’s brother, Shehbaz Sharif, from holding electoral offi  ce to dis-
miss his government and impose governor’s rule in the province.64 To repair 
what was seemingly a breaking of the “bridge of democracy,” 65 General Kay-
ani intervened and reportedly threatened to implement the “minus- one for-
mula,” that is, the ouster of President Zardari while keeping the rest of the 
government intact.66 Under army and opposition pressure, the PPP govern-
ment fi nally relented and reinstated the Chaudhry court on March 16, 2009.

Such “near coups” introduced enough uncertainty about the military’s 
intentions to keep the PPP government looking over its shoulders. Ulti-
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mately, governing in the shadows of a military having high prerogatives 
and a demonstrated ability to contest civilian authority, the elected leader-
ship has chosen not to exercise certain prerogatives either due to a lack of 
capacity or because it has simply abdicated responsibility in anticipation 
of military noncompliance. For example, in 2008, the government placed 
all the “law enforcement agencies” under the operational command of the 
Chief of Army Staff  (COAS) or fi ghting militancy, designating him as the 
“principal” for deciding “the quantum, composition and positioning of 
military eff orts.” 67

Critics have rightly questioned the government’s ostensibly poor gover-
nance per for mance.68 But it is important to acknowledge that the demo-
cratically elected leadership’s ability to provide sound government was 
impaired by pernicious authoritarian legacies. In addition to high military 
prerogatives, it also had to contend with Musharraf ’s continuation as presi-
dent until August 2008; economic crises (including severe energy and food 
shortages), the ethnic confl ict in Baluchistan, and the Taliban insurgency 
in the FATA; as well as more deeply seated structural problems, including 
high military spending, low levels of taxation, high indebtedness, weak 
civilian administrative capacity, and pervasive poverty. Additionally, the 
PPP government won only a thin parliamentary majority, making it depen-
dent on fi ckle co ali tion politics.

In fact, unlike the civil– military “troika” model of the 1990s (i.e., when 
the prime minister was usually pitched against the president and the army), 
executive– military interaction quickly resolved into a “dyarchy” between 
the army led by General Kayani and the PPP- led co ali tion governments led 
by Prime Ministers Yusuf Raza Gilani (2008–2012) and Raja Pervez Ashraf 
(2012–2013), de facto controlled by President Zardari in his capacity as party 
cochair.

However, the Supreme Court led by Justice Chaudhry emerged as a third 
institutional power, deriving its claims to authority and legitimacy from the 
lawyers’ movement. For instance, the Chaudhry court struck down the NRO 
as unconstitutional in December 2009 and ordered Prime Minister Gilani 
to petition Swiss authorities to resume inquiry into a corruption case involv-
ing the president.69 In July 2012, the judges convicted Gilani for contempt 
of court, thereby disqualifying him from public offi  ce and consequently 
unseating him as prime minister.70

Insofar as demo cratic consolidation rests on the ac cep tance of democ-
racy as the only game in town by all po liti cally signifi cant actors, po liti cal 
parties have a key role. In general, po liti cal parties appear united on the 
need for unfettered parliamentary democracy, as refl ected in the Eigh teenth 
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Amendment. For the most part, they have behaved in a demo cratically loyal 
fashion, keeping their opposition within the bounds of constitutional pro-
cedure. But the utopia of a democracy properly “guided” by the military 
continues to have currency among some politicians (as well as members of 
the media and civil society). For instance, in 2011, top leaders of the then op-
position PML- N proposed the integration of the military into national de-
cision making.71 Th e ethnic Karachi- based Muttahida Qaumi Movement 
(MQM) went a step further, inviting the generals to seize power and salvage 
Pakistan from corruption.72 In August 2013, its leader, Altaf Hussain, de-
manded that the army take control of Karachi’s administration.73 How-
ever, in a positive development, most other parties in Sindh, including the 
PML- N, PTI, and JI, rejected the proposal on the grounds that only civilians 
should handle civilian matters.74

Th e real test of politicians’ loyalty to the demo cratic pro cess was the 
May 11, 2013, elections, which marked the fi rst transition from one demo-
cratically elected government that had completed its tenure to another. It is 
true that an orchestrated campaign of violence by the Taliban in the run-up 
to the elections against “pro- American,” secular parties like the Awami Na-
tional Party (ANP), the MQM, and the PPP tilted the playing fi eld in favor 
of more conservative parties, like the PML- N. Allegations of localized voter 
fraud on polling day also marred the balloting pro cess. Despite these prob-
lems, the Election Commission was able to hold an election generally con-
sidered free and fair by international observers.75

Th e PML- N won a simple majority of seats in the National Assembly and 
a two- thirds majority in the Punjab assembly, thereby forming governments 
in the center and the Punjab. Notably, almost all po liti cal parties accepted 
the election results. And unlike the past, when parties in control of the fed-
eral government would typically try to prevent the opposition from forming 
provincial governments, the PML- N allowed the PTI and Baluch nationalist 
parties to form their own governments in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Balu-
chistan. Th e dyarchical civil– military arrangement also continues under 
the Sharif government, although the new president, Mamnoon Hussain, 
who replaced Zardari in September 2013, is a PML- N loyalist.

As discussed in the following section, military prerogatives have cur-
tailed the autonomy of the PPP government since 2008, and they act as an 
in de pen dent source of demo cratic weakness by virtue of the undue power 
they endow on the military. Similarly, military contestation— oft en ampli-
fi ed through the mobilization of infl uential actors in the media and the 
judiciary— generates policy confl ict and undermines the authority and cred-
ibility of the government because it indicates the lack of regime autonomy.76 



THE MILITARY AND DEMOCRACY | 39

In sum, the two dimensions combine to limit the government’s ability 
to exercise sovereign power and erode the prospects of the institutional 
consolidation of democracy.

INSTITUTIONAL AUTONOMY

As a corporate or ga ni za tion, the military seeks to enhance internal control 
and limit external interference. However, the military’s prerogatives over its 
internal structure and functions limit the scope for the establishment of 
civilian supremacy over the armed forces. Aft er the transition, the military 
has sought to maintain and, in some cases, even increase control over mili-
tary promotions and appointments. For instance, General Kayani has uni-
laterally awarded ser vice extensions to several general offi  cers beyond the 
age of retirement, including the last Director General of the ISI, Lieutenant 
General Shuja Pasha (2007–2012). In 2010, he also secured an unparalleled 
three- year extension of his tenure as army chief of staff , clearly eroding the 
government’s prerogative to appoint an army chief of its own choice.77

In July 2008, the military vetoed the government’s decision to extend ci-
vilian control over the ISI by placing it under the “operational, fi nancial 
and administrative control” of the interior ministry. But the military virtu-
ally forced it to backtrack within hours of the offi  cial notifi cation, revealing 
the limits it can impose on civilian authority.78

AUTONOMY FROM EXECUTIVE CONTROL AND 
PARLIAMENTARY OVERSIGHT

Although the PM is the country’s chief executive, de facto control over the 
three armed ser vices (army, air force, and navy) rests with their respective 
ser vice chiefs and se nior commanders. Th e authority to appoint military ser-
vice chiefs is the constitutional prerogative of the PM, but its de facto exer-
cise is also curtailed because the military decides the “pool” of candidates 
to be considered for the job. Given that choosing the COAS is one of the few 
levers of civilian authority over the army, past prime ministers have sought 
to appoint army chiefs based on their perceived loyalty. Sharif was faced 
with the decision to appoint Kayani’s successor upon the latter’s retirement 
in November 2013. Although Sharif had declared his intent to choose a new 
COAS on the basis of se niority and merit,79 it would not be surprising if he 
settled for a general on the basis of his perceived po liti cal leanings.80
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Parliamentary oversight is an established principle for exercising demo-
cratic civilian control over the military. In Pakistan, Parliamentary Stand-
ing Committees on Defense (the National Assembly and the Senate has one 
each) are technically empowered to examine defense bud gets, administra-
tion, and policies. However, given the history of military dominance and a 
strictly enforced tradition of secrecy, these committees have focused mainly 
on po liti cally nonsensitive issues, such as irregularities in the civil aviation 
authority and military housing. Besides, se nior military offi  cers typically 
avoid appearing before these committees. Instead, the army invites (and 
expects) members of Parliament to come to the general headquarters for 
briefi ngs.81

In contrast to the in eff ec tive standing committees, Pakistani legislators 
have tried to reduce military prerogatives over the country’s defense policy 
by creating a special Parliamentary Committee on National Security (PCNS) 
to provide them with “guidelines” and “periodic reviews” on important se-
curity policies, especially counterterrorism.82 Th e committee set a good pre-
ce dent when it refused to attend a military briefi ng on foreign policy at 
army headquarters and publicly reminded the army that it is subservient to 
Parliament, not vice versa.83 Aft er a U.S. he li cop ter attack on Salala, Moh-
mand Agency, killed twenty- four Pakistani soldiers in November 2011 and 
prompted Pakistan to halt North Atlantic Treaty Or ga ni za tion (NATO) 
supply lines, the PCNS took a proactive stance in draft ing the new rules of 
engagement with the United States and NATO, recommending greater 
transparency in military dealings between the two states, the parliamentary 
approval of all foreign military agreements, an end to U.S. drone strikes 
against Al Qaeda and Taliban militants because of civilian casualties, and 
the denial of Pakistani territory to such militants. With minor changes, a 
joint sitting of the Parliament approved these policy guidelines, but their 
implementation remains dependent on military consent.

Th e undetected May 2, 2011, U.S. Special Forces raid in Abbottabad that 
killed Osama bin Laden badly tarnished the military institution’s public 
reputation. In fact, the military’s humiliation off ered a rare opportunity for 
the affi  rmation of civilian control, for instance, by fi ring the top military 
leadership. However, the military deft ly defl ected responsibility by taking its 
case to Parliament. Se nior military offi  cials, including the DG- ISI Lieuten-
ant General Pasha and deputy chief of the air force, appeared before a spe-
cial joint parliamentary session. Pasha admitted that the agency’s failure to 
detect bin Laden’s presence in Pakistan was an “intelligence lapse.” Never-
theless, he also used the occasion to stir anti- American sentiments by blam-
ing the United States for carry ing out a “sting operation” on an ally.84 Th e 
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strategy worked. Instead of calling the military to account, the joint session 
strongly condemned U.S. unilateral actions on Pakistani territory and re-
posed “full confi dence in the defense forces . . .  in safeguarding Pakistan’s 
sovereignty, in de pen dence and territorial integrity and in overcoming any 
challenge to security.” 85

INDIA POLICY

Th e military has a low threshold of tolerance for what it considers civilian 
interference in its foreign policy prerogatives, such as Pakistan’s India pol-
icy. In the past, demo cratic governments of both the PPP and the PML- N 
have sought to ease tensions and normalize trade with India if only to re-
duce the military’s domestic power and monopoly over national security. 
In November 2011, the PPP- led cabinet decided, in principle, to grant India 
the status of most favored nation aft er a series of talks between the com-
merce ministers of each country. However, the military reportedly pres-
sured the government to “slow track” the pro cess on the grounds that its 
trade policy was out of sync with security policy. 86

Like the PPP, the Sharif government has sought to normalize bilateral 
relations with India, including trade liberalization, much to the chagrin of 
the military, which continues to pursue a “Kashmir fi rst” approach in deal-
ing with its archenemy. For instance, despite increased tensions along the 
Line of Control in Kashmir in July and August 2013, Sharif, who has long 
been committed to regional confl ict reduction, called for a bold foreign pol-
icy review in August 2013 focused on Pakistan’s eastern neighbor, as a way 
of freeing up resources for economic development.87 However, the govern-
ment backtracked in the face of military re sis tance.88

Initially, Sharif also sought to exercise greater control over national 
 security policymaking in general. However, his rhetoric of civilian suprem-
acy is matched only by his government’s pragmatic accommodation of mil-
itary demands and interests. For instance, it has reconstituted the Defense 
Committee of the Cabinet (DCC)89 into a broader Cabinet Committee on 
National Security (CCNS) with a broader ambit to facilitate civil– military 
coordination in light of Pakistan’s complex internal and external security 
environment. Chaired by the prime minister, the CCNS will include the min-
isters of foreign aff airs, defense, interior, and fi nance, as well as the Chairman 
Joint Chiefs of Staff  Committee (CJCSC) and the three ser vice chiefs. Th e 
committee “will formulate a national security policy that will become the 
guiding framework for its subsidiary policies— defence policy, foreign policy, 
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internal security policy, and other policies aff ecting national security.”90 
Unlike the DCC, to which the military chiefs  were invited when needed, 
the CCNS will have them as permanent members.91 Sharif ’s advisor on na-
tional security and foreign aff airs, Sartaj Aziz, the principal civilian archi-
tect of the new committee, suggests that this formal integration of the mili-
tary into national defense policymaking will help enhance coordination 
and reduce misperceptions between civilians and the military.92 In reality, 
though, Sharif ’s government seems to have fulfi lled the military’s long- 
standing preference for institutionalizing its de facto dominance over de-
fense policy by making the military ser vice chiefs members of a committee 
of the cabinet.

DEFENSE ADMINISTRATION AND BUD GETS

Th e Ministry of Defense (MoD), headed by a civilian minister, is formally 
responsible for the policy and administrative matters related to the three 
armed forces.93 As in other government ministries, a secretary acts as the 
chief administrative and accounting offi  cer. In addition, a special division 
of the Finance Ministry performs monitoring of military expenditures to 
ensure compliance with bud getary rules and regulations. In reality, civilian 
oversight is more nominal than real.94 No policy that aff ects the military can 
be implemented without its consent. Moreover, active- duty (and retired) 
military offi  cials typically occupy strategic policy positions in the MoD, thus 
facilitating the military’s formal control over defense management. For ex-
ample, the current defense secretary is a former lieutenant general, as was 
his pre de ces sor. An additional secretary heads each of the three main wings 
of the ministry that deal with policy matters related to the army, air force, 
and navy, as well as important interser vices organizations, such as the ISI 
and the Inter- Services Public Relations (ISPR). At present, all three secre-
taries are serving military offi  cers of the rank of major general or equiva-
lent.95 Th e military occupation of the MoD goes beyond the question of ci-
vilian capacity and refl ects the assumption that civilians cannot be trusted 
with “sensitive” matters and that only uniformed men have the expertise to 
manage military aff airs.96

In terms of bud getary allocations, the military has made nominal con-
cessions, since 2008, by allowing the disclosure of an itemized annual bud-
get before Parliament.97 Yet it has evaded any real accountability on the 
grounds that the disclosure of “sensitive” bud getary matters will undermine 
national security by exposing critical information to “enemy agents.” It has 
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also advised the government to “streamline” wasteful civilian expenditures 
rather than questioning the military bud get.98

ROLE IN INTELLIGENCE

Th e generals exercise exclusive control over intelligence and counterintelli-
gence, mainly through the ISI. Although the ISI de jure reports to the PM, 
it is essentially a military intelligence or ga ni za tion offi  cered by active- duty 
armed forces offi  cers and headed by a three- star army lieutenant general 
(designated as director general) whose de facto boss is the army chief. In 
other words, the ISI operates under the army’s chain of command.

Since the 1980s, when it acted as a conduit for Central Intelligence Agency 
(CIA) and Saudi money and weaponry to the Afghan mujahideen fi ghting 
the Soviets, the agency has evolved into a formidable and feared military or-
ga ni za tion with deep involvement in politics and policy, which has “eroded 
the rule of law” and “distorted civil- military relations.”99 Besides meddling 
in politics on behalf of the army high command, the agency has encroached 
on civilian law enforcement and investigation functions. For instance, the 
ISI conducted its own parallel inquiry into the assassination of Benazir 
Bhutto and kept crucial evidence hidden from civilian investigators. Even 
more seriously, it undermined the investigation by publicly releasing an 
allegedly intercepted communication implicating the then head of the 
Pakistani faction of the Taliban (known as the Tehrik- e Taliban Pakistan 
or TTP), Baitullah Mehsud.100

Th e ISI also spearheads the military’s pursuit of “strategic depth” against 
India by waging asymmetric warfare through militant proxies. Even as the 
military fi ghts some TTP factions in South Waziristan and other tribal 
agencies, the ISI continues to provide the “good” Afghan Taliban with sanc-
tuary and logistical support for fi ghting co ali tion troops in Af ghan i stan. 
According to offi  cial fi gures, suicide bombings and other terrorist attacks 
have claimed the lives of more than 40,000 Pakistanis, not including the 
deaths of an estimated 2,000 security forces personnel.101 In 2009, militants 
successfully attacked and infi ltrated the heavily guarded army general head-
quarters, killing eleven military offi  cials and taking over three dozen 
hostages.102 Despite the clear negative feedback eff ects of its selective coun-
terterrorism policies, as well as international pressure and isolation, the 
military’s internal discourse103 and actions reveal that it continues to believe 
in the utility of using militancy as a tool of foreign policy. Th e ISI- backed 
Haqqani network’s attack on the U.S. embassy in Kabul in September 2011 
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heightened tensions between the two countries as the Obama administra-
tion stepped up pressure on Pakistan to eliminate the group’s sanctuaries 
in North Waziristan.104 And even as then President Zardari pledged to take 
action against the Haqqanis,105 the army demurred on the grounds that its 
troops  were stretched thin by existing deployments in the FATA.

Aft er years of stalling to protect its strategic assets, the Pakistan military 
fi nally launched an off ensive, code- named Zarbe Azb (or the strike of the 
Azb, the Prophet Mohammad’s sword) in June 2014. Th e immediate trigger 
for the operation was the daring June 8 terrorist raid on Pakistan’s main in-
ternational airport in Karachi reportedly carried out by the Islamic Move-
ment of Uzbekistan on behalf of the TTP. It is still not entirely clear what 
Pakistan hopes to achieve from this latest assault, said to involve some 
25,000–30,000 ground troops, artillery, tanks, and fi ghter aircraft . Th e mil-
itary’s main target appears to be the Pakistani Taliban and Uzbek and other 
foreign militants, even though it has vowed to “eliminate” all terrorist 
groups holed up in the area “regardless of hue and color along with their 
sanctuaries.”106 Aside from reports that the Haqqanis  were relocated to the 
adjoining Kurram Agency,107 the army’s local commander tellingly admit-
ted that the militant leadership had already escaped the area in anticipation 
of the military assault.108

HARNESSING THE MEDIA AND THE JUDICIARY

Beyond contesting civilian policy initiatives or simply “shirking,” the mili-
tary remonstrates through the “creative management” of public opinion.109 
Th e military has long been concerned with maintaining its public image and 
with the role the media can play in national security management.110 Adapt-
ing to the growing power of the media in a globalizing world and wary of 
domestic and external concerns about the restriction of civil liberties under 
authoritarianism, the Musharraf military government had extensively lib-
eralized the broadcast news media. At the same time, the military expanded 
the ISPR, its media branch, to increase its institutional capacity to more 
eff ectively police both electronic and print media.111 Th e ISPR vigilantly con-
trols journalists’ access to “sensitive” defense information, such as the mili-
tary’s counterinsurgency operations in the FATA. In addition, the ISI runs 
its own powerful “Information Management Wing,” which metes out both 
punishments and rewards. In recent years, the agency has been widely ac-
cused of intimidating and blackmailing journalists, while cajoling others 
through both monetary incentives and “exclusive” stories to sway public 
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opinion against designated internal and external foes. For instance, aft er the 
CIA operative Raymond Davis was arrested in Lahore for killing two Paki-
stanis in January 2011, the ISI leaked the names of fi ft y- fi ve American “spies” 
to show how the PPP government’s lax visa policy had made it possible for 
the CIA to expand its network within Pakistan.112 It also deliberately leaked 
the name of the CIA station chief in Pakistan to settle scores with the Ameri-
cans for the humiliation they had caused it with the raid that killed bin 
Laden.113

Th at highly embarrassing aerial intrusion and an audacious May 22 mil-
itant attack on a heavily fortifi ed naval base in the port city of Karachi tem-
porarily strained the patron– client relationship between the military and 
prominent pro- military sections of the media. Some “friendly” journalists 
launched unexpected criticism of the military for its disastrous policies of 
nurturing militants and its transparent incompetence despite receiving a 
large share of the national bud get.114 In turn, the military publicly warned 
its critics to stop “trying to deliberately run down the Armed Forces and the 
Army in par tic u lar” and threatened “to put an end” to “any eff ort to create 
divisions between important institutions of the country.”115 At least in 
one case, the generals seem to have lived up to their words. On May 29, 
2011, the ISI allegedly abducted, tortured, and brutally murdered the Paki-
stani journalist Saleem Shehzad, just a day aft er he exposed links between 
Al Qaeda and navy personnel.116 Similarly, on April 19, 2014, unknown gun-
men shot Hamid Mir, a well- known journalist and news anchor at the pop-
u lar Geo TV, in the port city of Karachi. Before the attack, Mir had informed 
his family and close associates that the ISI was plotting to assassinate him 
and that the agency should be held responsible if he was harmed. Aft er Geo 
TV hurriedly broadcast the allegations, splashing a picture of the DG- ISI 
Lieutenant General Zaheerul Islam Abbassi across TV screens in Pakistan 
for hours, the ISI had Pakistan’s Defense Ministry petition the Pakistan 
Media Regulatory Authority (PEMRA), the country’s electronic media reg-
ulator, to revoke Geo TV’s transmission license and initiate criminal 
charges against its management for defaming the state. In addition, ISI- 
backed militant organizations, such as the Jamaat- ut- Dawa, staged angry 
protests, which competitor pro- military media organizations then broad-
cast along with talk shows segments questioning the patriotism of Mir and 
Geo TV. Ultimately, Geo and its affi  liated newspapers  were banned from 
military bases and units,117 and the ISI reportedly pressured cable TV 
operators around the country to block the channel’s transmission.

Another notable example of the military’s media manipulation was its 
handling of the public debate surrounding the Kerry- Lugar- Berman Bill, 
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signed into law by President Barack Obama as the Enhanced Partnership 
Act of 2009, which off ers Pakistan $1.5 billion annually in nonmilitary, 
developmental U.S. aid for fi ve years. While the civilian government wel-
comed the aid, the military joined right- wing opposition parties and pub-
licly expressed its outrage118 over “critical provisions [that]  were almost en-
tirely directed against the Army,” particularly the conditioning of American 
military assistance on certifi cation by the  U.S. secretary of state that the 
military was operating under civilian control and keeping out of po liti cal 
and judicial pro cesses.119 Th e military also reportedly encouraged TV talk 
show anchors to mobilize public opinion against the law by presenting it as 
a blatant example of U.S. interference in Pakistan’s internal matters, which 
it could then use to pressure the Americans into modifying the legisla-
tion.120 Th us, cable news channels concocted conspiracy theories, painting 
the bill as part of America’s sinister design to weaken the country’s security 
institutions as a way of depriving it of nuclear weapons. While openly 
praising the military for its principled stand against the Americans, many 
in the media targeted the PPP government, portraying it as an American 
stooge out to sell the country’s honor.121

Beyond trying to control the pop u lar media, the military has used 
 judicial activism to preserve or enhance its institutional prerogatives 
over national security. General Kayani hurriedly called an “emergency” 
corps commanders’ meeting and publicized the appointment of a new head 
of the 111 Brigade, the army unit that executes military coups, to signal that 
a coup might be in the offi  ng. Before the two sides could reach the brink, 
the civilian government reportedly backed down.

Th e main goal of the contentious antiregime mobilization that facilitated 
Musharraf ’s demise was the restoration of the sacked judges of the superior 
judiciary. Th e Chaudhry- led court’s triumphant return has endowed it with 
the moral and legal authority to assert its autonomy and power. In addition to 
media manipulation, the military has sought to harness judicial activism 
to protect “national security” from threats posed by the po liti cal leadership. 
Th is strategy was exemplifi ed by the so- called Memogate aff air, in which 
Mansoor Ijaz, a U.S. businessman of Pakistani origin, alleged in a Financial 
Times op-ed that the PPP government had sought his assistance in seek-
ing U.S. help to avert a military coup in the wake of the bin Laden killing.122 
Th e alleged memorandum, requesting American intervention, was ostensi-
bly written by Pakistan’s then ambassador to the United States and Zardari 
confi dante Hussain Haqqani, who had played an instrumental role in the 
Kerry- Lugar aid. In return, the government pledged to appoint a new “U.S.- 
friendly” national security team, abolish the ISI’s external operations or “S” 
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wing to stop the agency’s support to Islamist militants, and place Pakistan’s 
nuclear program under international safeguards. Aft er establishing the 
“authenticity” of the memo, the military pressured the government to in-
vestigate the matter and hold the ambassador to account.123

Denying involvement, the government recalled and fi red Haqqani and 
tasked the PCNS with determining the truth behind the allegations. But the 
parliamentary inquiry was prematurely undermined when, sensing an op-
portunity for po liti cal gain, the opposition PML- N fi led a petition in the 
Supreme Court seeking a judicial investigation. Heeding the advice of the 
army and ISI chiefs who defi antly broke ranks with the civilian government 
by declaring the memo a “national security” threat,124 the court readily 
agreed to constitute a judicial inquiry commission.125 Deeply embarrassed 
by the army’s “unconstitutional” and “illegal” court statements, Prime Min-
ister Gilani responded with a fi rm warning to the generals that his govern-
ment would not tolerate a “state within a state.”126 He then fi red the MoD 
secretary, a former general loyal to Kayani, and appointed a trusted civil 
servant to the post. Th e army retaliated by reminding the PM that his ac-
cusations could have “potentially grievous consequences for the country.”127 
As coup rumors began circulating in the media, General Kayani signaled 
the army’s intent to instigate a coup by calling an “emergency” corps com-
manders’ meeting and replacing the commander of the 111 Brigade.128 Before 
the two sides could reach the brink, the civilian government reportedly 
backed down.

“Memogate” serves as a potent recent exemplar of the military’s ability to 
achieve its objectives by adapting its methods to changed po liti cal condi-
tions. In the past, the “memo” might have been suffi  cient to persuade the 
military to destabilize the government or launch a coup. But with its public 
reputation badly tarnished by both a long de cade of military rule and its 
more recent professional failures in a context defi ned by new centers of 
power, the military has learned to exercise its infl uence by other means. 
Despite the military’s apparent po liti cal weaknesses, however, the civilian 
government was either unable or unwilling to press its advantage in part 
because of the very real fear of a coup,129 as well as judicial challenges to its 
authority. Amidst media reports that the government was planning to sack 
the army and ISI chiefs for their illegal actions, the Supreme Court admit-
ted a petition seeking to restrain the civilian government from using its con-
stitutional prerogative to remove the two.130

But the judiciary’s relationship with the military is not clear- cut. Al-
though it has aligned itself with the military on national security, the judges 
have also questioned the military’s human rights violations. Th e Chaudhry 
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court’s aggressive pursuit of the so- called missing persons was one of the 
reasons why Musharraf tried to sack Chaudhry in 2007. However, since its 
restoration in 2009, the court has continued to investigate these cases. In at 
least one harrowing case, involving eleven illegally detained terror suspects, 
four of whom died in ISI custody, the court ordered the agency to produce 
the remaining seven in court, allow them proper medical care, and explain 
the legal basis of their detention.131 Th e judges have also reprimanded the 
military for its alleged human rights violations in Baluchistan, even specifi -
cally demanding an end to all military operations (including the paramili-
tary Frontier Corps’ “kill and dump” operations) and abolishment of the 
“death squads” run by the ISI and Military Intelligence (MI).132 However, ISI 
and MI offi  cials continue to impede judicial inquiries by denying involve-
ment, blaming the disappearances on foreign intelligence agencies, and de-
laying action on court directives by claiming immunity under the cloak of 
national security.133 In May 2012, the military openly defi ed the court’s or-
ders to produce two missing Baluch activists by allegedly dumping their 
dead bodies on the roadside.134 Yet the courts have yet to indict or convict 
even a single military offi  cial. Hence, these toothless inquiries have done 
 little to puncture military presumption of impunity. In fact, the military 
has paid little heed, and se nior military offi  cers, including the inspector 
general of the Frontier Corps, continue to defy judicial authorities.135

Under mounting public criticism for selectively targeting civilians, the 
Supreme Court dug up the 16- year- old Mehran Bank scandal that embar-
rassed the military. Ultimately, it held the former army chief, General Aslam 
Beg (retired), and former DG- ISI, Lieutenant General Asad Durrani (re-
tired), responsible for violating the Constitution. However, rather than risk 
antagonizing the generals, it vaguely instructed the government to take 
“necessary legal action” against them, while issuing specifi c instructions 
that the politicians who took bribes should be interrogated by the Federal 
Investigation Agency.

SUPRALEGALITY

In a democracy, the military (or other state institutions) cannot be above the 
rule of law. One important mechanism for reducing the military’s power 
and prerogatives is its integration into the civilian judicial system.136 Th e 
Pakistani military operates outside the purview of civilian law with virtual 
impunity. It protects its supralegal status through several means.
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On the one hand, the military habitually evades accountability to the law 
where its own members are concerned on the grounds that it has stringent 
internal mechanisms that obviate the need for external scrutiny.137 For in-
stance, even though Musharraf had retired from the army, the generals 
obtained for him a “safe passage” to avoid his possible impeachment by 
Parliament, which would have further besmirched the military’s carefully 
protected public image as the impeccable guardian of the national interest. 
Th e military also initially stonewalled the eff orts of the 2010 UN Commis-
sion of Inquiry formed to investigate Benazir Bhutto’s murder because of the 
alleged involvement of se nior army offi  cers in the Musharraf regime’s cover-
up of the incident. Th e commission’s fi nal report claims that Major General 
Nadeem Ijaz Ahmed, the then head of MI, had ordered local police offi  cials 
to “hose down” the crime scene within two hours of the suicide attack that 
killed Ms. Bhutto, resulting in the loss of crucial forensic evidence.138 While 
Kayani and Pasha eventually met with the head of the commission, the 
COAS turned down the commission’s request that Ahmed appear before it 
to clear his name. Similarly, in the infamous National Logistics Cell scam 
that surfaced in 2009, two generals, one major general, and two civilians 
stood accused of causing a loss of almost Rs 2 billion ($200 million) by in-
vesting public moneys in the stock market in violation of government 
rules.139 However, Kayani stonewalled civilian investigations by reportedly 
initiating an internal inquiry. In July 2011, the National Assembly’s Public 
Accounts Committee ultimately referred the case to the National Account-
ability Bureau, the government’s primary anticorruption agency. But Kayani 
protected the three ex- army offi  cers from civilian scrutiny by taking them 
“back on the strength” of the army so that they could be tried under the 
Army Act of 1952.140

On the other hand, the military has expanded its own legal prerogatives 
over civilians, albeit with the government’s acquiescence. For instance, 
through amendments to the Army Act, the military has empowered itself 
to try civilians in military courts for off enses considered prejudicial to the 
security of Pakistan.141 Similarly, the Action in Aid of Civil Power Act (2011) 
authorizes the military to detain terror suspects indefi nitely during its opera-
tions in the northwestern border areas (FATA and Provincially Adminis-
tered Tribal Areas). While the ISI and the MI have no legal powers of arrest, 
they have allegedly detained, tortured, and even killed suspected Islamic 
militants142 with American and British complicity.143 In Baluchistan, they have 
resorted to classic “dirty war” tactics against nationalist leaders and rights 
activists.144 As one military intelligence offi  cial reportedly told an illegally 
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detained Baluch politician, “even if the president or chief justice tells us to 
release you, we won’t. We can torture you, or kill you, or keep you for years at 
our will. It is only the Army chief and the intelligence chief that we obey.”145

Growing media focus on military corruption in the wake of scandals in-
volving army offi  cers and the Supreme Court’s occasionally aggressive 
stance toward the military intelligence ser vices have predictably prompted 
a pushback. Apparently sensing a “sinister campaign” designed to under-
mine the military leadership and drive a wedge between the soldiers and 
the offi  cers that would erode institutional cohesion, Kayani issued a sermon- 
cum- gag order to “all systems” civilians. In it, he obliquely reminded the 
media that they should desist from maligning the institution of the army 
for individual lapses that have yet to be proven. Indirectly criticizing the 
Supreme Court for asserting its supremacy, he went on to question the no-
tion that any one individual or institution has a monopoly on defi ning the 
national interest. Ultimately, Kayani warned against “acting in haste,” which 
would weaken the “institutions.”146 Th e judges took heed. In at least one 
case, where an ISI brigadier was charged with kidnapping a civilian, the 
Supreme Court itself restrained the police from executing his arrest orders 
because “it was a matter of respect of an institution.”147

However, the Court did challenge the military’s presumptions of impu-
nity by ordering the PML- N government to prosecute Musharraf (who re-
turned to Pakistan to contest the May 2013 elections) for suspending the 
Constitution and imposing emergency rule in November 2007. Th e govern-
ment initiated treason charges against the former general president in 
November 2013, and the three- judge Special Court established for the pur-
pose indicted him in April 2014. Not surprisingly, the military interpreted 
the trial as an aff ront to the “dignity” of the institution,148 openly articulat-
ing its opposition when the government did not heed the “advice” of Army 
Chief General Raheel Sharif (who replaced Kayani in that position in No-
vember 2013) to “move on” by letting Musharraf travel abroad for medical 
treatment.149 It then sought to destabilize the government by backing 
and  orchestrating public protests led by Imran Khan and the Canada- based 
pro- military cleric Tahirul Qadri against alleged electoral rigging in the 
2013 parliamentary elections.150

CONCLUSION

Since yielding power in 2007–2008, the military has seen its broader gov-
ernmental prerogatives shrink (like the NSC, which was eff ectively dis-
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banded in 2009), because of the lack of any legitimacy for such a role in 
the immediate post- authoritarian context. At the same time, it has suc-
cessfully resisted periodic civilian challenges to its core institutional pre-
rogatives through both active and passive noncompliance, thereby under-
mining the authority of elected government led by the PPP and, on 
occasions, threatening its survival. In most confl icts with the PPP gov-
ernment, the military prevailed. Th e government accepted the military’s 
preferred outcomes to avoid losing power. Th e military’s relationship with 
the current PML- N government, too, has been fraught with tensions over 
Sharif ’s decision to prosecute Musharraf as well as his attempts to seek 
peace with India.

Brute coercion is less eff ective for protecting its interests in a post- 
transitional context defi ned by a broad- based rejection of military rule as 
an alternative governing formula and the empowerment of new institutional 
centers of power and persuasion, such as the higher judiciary and the broad-
cast media, as a result of both authoritarian liberalization under Musharraf 
and the contentious politics that facilitated his government’s demise. Hence, 
the military has adapted itself to this new setting by steering the course of 
change and trying to obstruct unfavorable governmental initiatives by mo-
bilizing the support of judges, journalists, and pro- military politicians like 
Imran Khan. Overall, the exercise of military prerogatives, especially in the 
management of national security policy, acted as a major source of civil– 
military friction between 2008 and 2014.

Military prerogatives are obviously not the only impediment to democ-
racy. In fact, the prospects of continued demo cratization are complicated by 
myriad po liti cal, economic, and security challenges. Rampant po liti cal cor-
ruption, poor governance, growing infl ation, chronic energy shortages, and 
almost dwindling essential public ser vices reduce public trust in govern-
ment and encourage the politics of “system blame.” Terrorist violence and 
Islamist militancy, which affl  ict both the northwestern border areas and the 
Punjabi heartland, fuel po liti cal instability and weaken the writ of the gov-
ernment. Democracy might have a better chance of consolidation if elected 
governments can deliver on public expectations, solidly move toward re-
solving Pakistan’s urgent problems, and, together with their oppositions, 
respect demo cratic and constitutional norms in both rhetoric and practice. 
Th e prospects of sustained demo cratization will depend to a considerable 
 degree on the extent to which civilian po liti cal leaders can demonstrate 
unity, thereby denying the military the opportunity to exploit po liti cal divi-
sions and assume responsibility for the direct or indirect conduct of national 
aff airs. In fact, the military- sponsored po liti cal crisis of 2014 exerted a 
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“rally around democracy” eff ect on opposition parties in Parliament, and 
they backed Sharif in his government’s tussle with the PTI.

However, as I have argued in this chapter, a continuing major source of 
demo cratic vulnerability is a military that is only conditionally loyal to 
demo cratic rule and continues to exercise nondemo cratic prerogatives that 
restrict the autonomy and authority of demo cratically elected leaders. In the 
past, the military has dealt major blows to the pro cess of demo cratization 
in Pakistan. It has either directly intervened to overthrow governments or 
limited the authority and autonomy of elected governments. Military coups 
and rule have deepened the country’s structural problems by providing 
shortcuts that prevent solutions through the po liti cal pro cess. In this con-
text, the transfer of power from one elected government to another in May– 
June 2013 carried considerable symbolic signifi cance simply because it has 
never happened before. Th e real question is whether demo cratic turnovers 
will become a norm. For the foreseeable future, it seems likely that Pakistan 
might be heading toward an unstable equilibrium of its civil– military ar-
rangement in which formal civilian supremacy becomes a euphemism for 
the military’s formal and active participation in politics and national secu-
rity. In other words, this would constitute a situation in which the military 
does not seize direct power but formally insinuates its nondemo cratic priv-
ileges into the functioning of democracy.
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This chapter seeks to understand the role of po liti cal parties as an 
 expression of the current patterns of confl ict in Pakistan. Po liti cal par-
ties operate in the fi eld according to the established as well as unfold-

ing rules of the game and thus provide road signs on the way to understand-
ing the inner dynamics of the system. Th e fi rst section of this chapter 
outlines the profi le of po liti cal parties encompassing issues and policies 
and their modes of expression, from legislative debates to aggressive po liti-
cal participation, such as mob violence or target killings. Th e second section 
deals with fi ve parties that matter in the perpetual power game on top— the 
Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP), the Pakistan Muslim League— Nawaz (PML-
 N), the Pakistan Tehreeke Insaaf (PTI), the Muttahida Qaumi Movement 
(MQM), and the Awami National Party (ANP). Th e third section focuses 
on smaller parties, including the two Islamic parties—as well as miniscule 
parties operating on the margins of the system. Th eir importance lies es-
sentially in the way they lay out the turf and thus give expression to the 
ambitions, aspirations, grievances, and frustrations of groups and com-
munities that are not fully represented in the system. Th ese observations 
bring out the specifi c features of po liti cal parties in the way they are poised 
to shape the contours of state power and to contribute to the national 
discourse.

Th is chapter deals with po liti cal parties as they operate out in the fi eld, 
raising contentious issues, mobilizing the public in pursuit of their dispa-
rate agendas, and taking positions on matters of domestic and foreign 
policy. Po liti cal parties typically function both within and outside the Par-
liament as well as in the electoral and nonelectoral contexts. Th e historical 
research on po liti cal parties of Pakistan generally deals with them as 
parliamentary and electoral entities.1 Th ere are few studies of individual 
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parties in terms of their mass appeal, patterns of recruitment, or gan i za-
tional structure, and changing ideological positions.2 However, the task of 
understanding the po liti cal crisis in the country in 2012–2013 becomes eas-
ier if we look at po liti cal parties in terms of their day- to- day activity or 
“normal” politics, distinct from the “extraordinary” politics in and around 
elections that compresses issues, policies, and the group dynamics in a 
mode of hyperactivity during the campaign.3

BEYOND OR GAN I ZA TIONAL DIMENSION

Although the or gan i za tional route to analysis of po liti cal parties has the 
potential for explaining their resilience, there is a need for understanding 
their po liti cal behavior in terms of their patterns of leadership, public dis-
course, and relevance for the po liti cal system. Th e or gan i za tional approach 
to po liti cal parties such as the MQM, the Jama’at- e- Islami (JI), and the ANP 
is now part of the conventional wisdom.4 However, the high or gan i za tional 
potential of these parties has a diff erential impact on their public standing, 
their electoral support, and their capacity to shape politics. For example, the 
JI was never an electoral party of any signifi cance in terms of government 
formation at the federal or provincial level, except during the untypical and 
arguably maneuvered elections in the North West Frontier Province 
(NWFP)— today Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP)—in 2002. Th e JI boycotted the 
2008 elections in protest against Musharraf ’s maneuvered election as presi-
dent in October 2007, followed by an emergency on November 3 when he 
sacked scores of judges and packed higher courts with his hand- picked 
judges. Th e party’s po liti cal signifi cance has plummeted since. Similarly, the 
MQM’s acknowledged institutional potential notwithstanding, it has be-
come the most controversial party in the country. In 2011, Zulfi kar Mirza, 
the ex- interior minister of the PPP government in Sindh, broke ranks with 
his party and declared the MQM a terrorist or ga ni za tion and its leader 
Altaf Hussain a killer. As opposed to the JI and MQM, the three mainstream 
parties PPP, PML- N, and PTI have a lax or gan i za tional structure character-
ized by a gap of communication between leaders and workers, absence of 
meaningful party elections, and a low level of party discipline. However, the 
PPP and PML- N along with their breakaway factions managed to get 70 per-
cent of the total vote on average for the 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s and form 
governments at the federal level, oft en in co ali tion with smaller parties. 
Th ere seems to be a poor fi x between the or gan i za tional input and the elec-
toral output of po liti cal parties in Pakistan.
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In this chapter, I propose to look into party politics in Pakistan beyond 
an or gan i za tional matrix and focus on their day- to- day operational dynam-
ics at and around the point of intersection between the party on the one 
hand and its perception and projection of issues and policies and modes of 
expression and mobilization on the other. What is important is the way the 
party leadership feels obliged to opt for public action through a public state-
ment, a press release, a TV interview, a press conference, a public rally, or a 
“long march” to the Parliament  house in Islamabad, the Punjab Assembly, 
or a Sufi  shrine, such as Data Darbar in Lahore. Th is requires an analysis of 
the policy behind selection of the issue in question, the strategy behind the 
timing of action, and the decision about a joint action sponsored by an 
alliance of parties or a solo fl ight. Th e action can pursue a longer- term ide-
ological goal, such as establishment of sharia in the country, or a medium- 
term objective, such as stopping the war against terror. Also, one fi nds a 
series of rallies sparked by immediate causes, like the murder of two Paki-
stanis by American spy Raymond Davis and his subsequent release from jail 
in early 2011 or the U.S. drone attacks on targets in the Federally Adminis-
tered Tribal Areas (FATA).

On the one hand, party leadership decides on po liti cal action or nonac-
tion in the perspective of the space provided by the po liti cal system. On the 
other hand, the agenda and the course of action of a po liti cal party are un-
derscored by the ideological, factional, and personal input into the decision- 
making channels on top. Th e former refl ects civic liberties and po liti cal free-
doms available to parties and groups for expression of their opinions and 
pursuit of their strategies. Th e latter focuses on the specifi c ways of under-
standing, and responding to, the public issues adopted by various po liti cal 
parties that lead to internal debate, cleavages between leaders and workers, 
and successive periods of readiness and restraint for coming out in the open 
and taking a public position. In this sense, this inquiry deals mainly but not 
exclusively with politics on the street.

A WEAK PARLIAMENT

We need to look at po liti cal parties beyond mere parliamentary entities. 
Parliament took a back seat during the pro cess of demo cratization in Paki-
stan aft er the 2008 elections. It operated as a subordinate  house vis- à- vis the 
executive, as opposed to, for example, the House of Commons, which oper-
ated as a coordinate  house.5 Parliament took a delayed action, if at all, in the 
form of resolutions. In 2009, it passed a resolution for conducting peace ne-
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gotiations with the Taliban in KP. However, it was followed by the military 
action in Swat and South Waziristan against the express wishes of public 
representatives. Th e decision of po liti cal parties in favor of making peace 
with the Taliban was prompted by factors other than ideological or policy 
preferences. For example, only a minority, the core Islamic elements on the 
fl oor, such as Jamiat- e Ulama- e Islam (JUI), wanted “peace” with the Tali-
ban as a matter of policy. Th e relatively secular ANP government in Pesha-
war felt helpless in the face of the advancing march of the Taliban into large 
areas of Malakand Division and the killing of scores of its party men, with 
no indication of support from the general headquarters (GHQ) of the army 
in Rawalpindi for launching a counterterrorist operation. Th us, it opted for 
the “peace” resolution to avoid confrontation with the militants. Th at meant 
that it virtually ceded territory to a proto- Taliban group Tanzeem Nifaz 
Shariat Mohammadi (TNSM) as a “no-go area” for the provincial government 
and ultimately for the state.

Th e PPP government in Islamabad (2008–2013) voted for “peace” to avoid 
the opposition propaganda for not wanting “peace” with the Muslim breth-
ren against the “infi del” Americans. Also, it wanted to restore the writ of 
the state in the face of terrorist operations. It wanted the Parliament to en-
dorse its perceived policy of nonaction against the Taliban and its ally 
TNSM. Only the MQM abstained, mainly because it wanted to attract the 
attention of the diplomatic community by creating a profi le of a secular 
party for itself. Others, especially the PML- N and PML- Q (Quaid- e- Azam), 
similarly tried to save their skin from criticism of Islamic and anti- American 
groups. It can be argued that the resolution expressed not the po liti cal will 
to go for peace with the Taliban but the fear of being labeled as anti- Islamic. 
Th at explains why the subsequent military operation did not elicit any nega-
tive response from the leading parliamentary parties PPP, PML- N, PML- Q, 
ANP, and MQM. In 2011, the Parliament voted for stopping the U.S. drone 
attacks on the militants’ hideouts in the FATA and thus provided a plat-
form for expressing an increasingly pop u lar demand among the articulate 
sections of the public. Neither the government nor the opposition believed 
that the resolution would make any diff erence as long as the security appa-
ratus approved these attacks in the framework of the strategic alliance be-
tween Pakistan and the United States. No serious negotiations between the 
two allies took place on this issue at any time.

On a diff erent note, the passage of the Eigh teenth Amendment brought 
about signifi cant changes in the Constitution by amending eighty- nine arti-
cles and transferring forty out of forty- seven subjects from the Concurrent 
List to the residual category controlled by provinces.6 Th e amendment was 
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rooted in the deliberations of the Parliamentary Committee for Constitu-
tional Reform steered by Senator Raza Rabbani. It arrived at a consensus  aft er 
a painstaking pro cess of agreement, disagreement, and compromise between 
the party representatives in the Committee. When Nawaz Sharif publicly 
aired his reservations about the change of name of NWFP to Pakhtunkhwa, 
the media criticized his move as backstabbing. Nawaz Sharif was obliged to 
step back and agree to a compromise formula by adding Khyber to the name. 
Th e Parliament eventually and quietly passed the amendment without any 
fi reworks, in view of the prior understanding between po liti cal parties off  the 
fl oor. Th e behavior of po liti cal parties in Pakistan is typically more represen-
tative of their policy preferences on po liti cal and constitutional issues as ex-
pressed and crystalized outside the Parliament rather than inside it.

In March 2012, the Parliament again picked up the initiative to redefi ne 
the U.S.– Pakistan strategic alliance. A series of setbacks in relations between 
the two countries forced a reconsideration of commitment to the partner-
ship in the war against terror. It started with the Central Intelligence Agen-
cy’s Abbottabad operation on May 2, 2012, which located and killed Osama 
bin Laden, and came to a head with the North Atlantic Treaty Or ga ni za tion 
(NATO) attack on Salala check post inside Pakistan territory, killing twenty- 
four soldiers. Islamabad retaliated by putting a halt to the NATO supplies 
that passed through Pakistan and got the Shamsie air base— that was used 
for fl ying drones— vacated by the United States. Th e parliamentary com-
mittee for national strategy recommended to the National Assembly that 
the drone attacks and NATO supplies, among other things, be stopped. 
Th e mainstream current of anti- Americanism was led by Islamic parties— 
some of them banned as terrorist organizations— and po liti cal leadership 
on the right led by Imran Khan, leader of the PTI. Th e media and the op-
position claimed that the decision in this regard had already been taken 
and that the parliamentary debate was just an exercise in churning out an 
expression of the national will in a formal sense. In June 2012, the Supreme 
Court disqualifi ed Prime Minister Gilani for contempt of court, in the midst 
of a perceived clash of the two institutions of judiciary and Parliament. Th e 
PPP was obliged to elect Raja Pervez Ashraf as a lame duck chief executive 
up to the elections.

BEYOND ELECTIONS: DYNAMICS OF A PO LITI CAL SOCIETY

A study of party politics in an electoral framework dwells on the analysis of 
the election system, the campaign, the manifestos, and the content and style 
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of mobilization of people in pursuit of victory at the polls. While an elec-
tion carries im mense explanatory potential, it compresses the group 
 dynamics into the mold of patron– client relations in countries such as Pa-
kistan. Th e leadership seeks to maximize its gains in the number of votes and 
seats as a short- term objective, irrespective of its relevance for the longer- 
term issues of policy. Th us, aft er the 2008 elections in Pakistan, the two his-
torically competitive po liti cal entities, the PPP and the PML(N), with more 
or less defi ned— though increasingly blurred— ideological positions on the 
left  and right of the center, settled down along their traditional standpoints 
on policy matters. It is the expression, projection, and manipulation of pro-
fi le and policy in a nonelectoral context that brings out the internal and last-
ing dynamics of po liti cal parties. Rather than formal party positions, it is 
the informal but sustained po liti cal attitudes that defi ne politics in Pakistan, 
as elsewhere.

Accordingly, this chapter deals with po liti cal attitudes as expressed 
through party action or nonaction in the period between the two elections. 
It covers the PPP- led government aft er the 2008 elections and the PML- N 
government aft er the 2013 elections. Th e po liti cal situation in Pakistan has 
been conducive to a relatively unshackled and unconstrained expression of 
opinion and mobilization of people through the media.7 Th is phenomenon 
can be ascribed to two major factors, one structural and the other opera-
tional. Structurally speaking, the country has been in a postmilitary demo-
cratization phase that was underscored by tense relations between the civilian 
and military wings of the state. Ironically, this phenomenon indirectly 
opened up space for a “free” media that has been increasingly critical of the 
both the PPP and PML- N governments but that spared the army and, to a 
large extent, judiciary. In the period under consideration, the media, 
 especially tele vi sion, oft en lambasted po liti cal parties and their leaders. Th e 
military and Inter- Services Intelligence (ISI), together known as the “estab-
lishment,” have been understood to be in favor of a media that was critical 
of the civilian wing of the state. Th e po liti cal opposition thrived on freedom 
of action and expression— ranging from tabling motions against the govern-
ment’s actions and policies on the fl oor of elected assemblies to arranging 
rallies, demonstrations, and strikes. Th e phenomenon of a weak civilian 
government operating under the vigilance of the army characterized the 
post- Musharraf period of civilianization aft er 2008, largely following the 
Brazilian model.8 Th e media generally deferred to the military establish-
ment in terms of operating within the broad contours of foreign policy and 
defense strategy. Th is pattern came to a peak during the media war between 
India and Pakistan aft er the 2008 Mumbai attacks. At home, the media took 



68 | THE DOMESTIC SCENE

on the elected government forcefully, given the latter’s insecure position in 
the power structure.

Th e fact that po liti cal parties of various shades have been able to operate 
relatively freely in recent years provides a rationale to dwell on their policy 
opinions, internal squabbles, competition for public vote and attention, and 
ideological orientations as covered by the media. Th e establishment has been 
generally perceived to be vigilant about a civilian government from behind 
the scenes. Th at has kept the latter under constant pressure and constrained 
its space in the domain of public policy. Th e gap between the civilian and 
military wings of the state provided space for social and po liti cal move-
ments, sit- ins, shutter- down strikes (closing shop), and other forms of po-
liti cal agitation. In this way, the po liti cal dynamics of the society found a 
coherent expression through legislative activity, street demonstrations, and 
aggressive po liti cal participation in the form of militant activities including 
extortion, murder, and arson. Pakistan under the PPP and PML- N govern-
ments presented a scene of relatively unconstrained mass mobilization by 
po liti cal parties and its expression through the media.

MAJOR PARTIES AS CONTENDERS FOR POWER

Pakistan is a multiparty democracy of some standing. Th ere  were forty- nine 
po liti cal parties registered with the Election Commission of Pakistan in 
2008 and 216 in 2013.9 Th e discussion in this section focuses on the mode of 
action and public profi le of the PPP, PML- N, PTI, MQM, and ANP, that is, 
the parties that made a serious bid for power. Other po liti cal parties either 
did not have the credentials or did not rear reasonable ambitions for govern-
ment formation at the federal or provincial level.

PPP

Th e PPP is the most widely researched party in Pakistan.10 Its or gan i za tional 
issues in the beginning of its present stint in offi  ce revolved around the ques-
tion of whether the Central Executive Committee (CEC) or the informal 
core committee— President Asif Ali Zardari’s version of a kitchen cabinet— 
should make crucial decisions about party matters.11 Th e CEC formally 
 approved the offi  cial move to sponsor a UN probe into Benazir Bhutto’s 
assassination and showed concern about the unwieldy cabinet size. It  adopted 
the strategy for nonconfrontation with the judiciary even as it claimed 
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that the latter had been politicized and that (intelligence) agencies con-
trolled its deliberations. Th e party high command conveyed messages to 
party activists through the CEC, for example, to forbid them from com-
menting on conspiracy theories that the army or ISI— specifi cally their 
chiefs, Generals Kayani and Pasha, respectively— sought to destabilize the 
PPP government.12 One member, Qayum Jatoi, was sacked for criticism of 
the army and judiciary. Th e CEC functioned as the nerve center of the party 
in terms of ac know ledg ment of the privilege and loyalty of its members. Ai-
tzaz Ahsan’s membership in the CEC was suspended during the lawyers’ 
movement against the PPP government in 2008–2009 and then restored in 
a move to co- opt him in the face of street agitation led by Nawaz Sharif. Aitzaz 
staged a comeback in 2012 as lawyer for a beleaguered prime minister who 
was embroiled in a contempt- of- court case for not writing a letter to the Swiss 
banks for investigation into President Zardari’s accounts. In this way, the 
CEC remained a con ve nient platform for public recognition of party stal-
warts as well as for projection of the message from the party leadership.

Th e PPP has a long tradition of overlap between party faithfuls and 
personal faithfuls, representing the ideological wing and the power elite, 
respectively.13 Th e former oft en harked back to the “true message” of Z. A. 
Bhutto and Benazir Bhutto and thus functioned as a de facto conscience 
keeper of the party that represented party cadres and workers. Th ey started 
a Bhutto Legacy Movement in Peshawar in pursuit of a demand to imple-
ment the party manifesto that promised to serve the poor and the destitute. 
Th ey planned a province- wide tour, demanded a party convention to solve 
the workers’ problems, and expressed apprehensions about the decline of the 
popularity graph of the party. Workers asked the leadership to hold party 
elections and regularly meet them instead of appeasing the non- PPP co ali-
tion partners. Th ey showed a mea sure of disappointment aft er fi rst partici-
pating in the movement for restoration of judges in 2007–2008 and then 
facing the dilemma of supporting Zardari, who similarly resisted the return 
of Chief Justice Chaudhry and others to the Supreme Court.14 For its part, 
the party leadership was apprehensive about playing the workers’ card. Pres-
ident Zardari fi rst approved a rally of the PPP Youth Or ga ni za tion to protest 
against the high- handedness of the judiciary but then stopped it for fear that 
it might run wild and direct anger against the judges or even assault the 
premises of the Supreme Court.15 Dissidents claimed that the perceived com-
munication gap between the leaders and workers was a deliberate strategy to 
keep workers on their toes.

As the tension between the judiciary and the executive took a turn for 
the worse, the cochair of the PPP, President Zardari, demanded resignation 
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from all the party legislators at the federal and provincial levels. Th e party 
leadership feared a “conspiracy” and sought resignations as a contingency 
plan to put its own  house in order and slap its authority over the parliamen-
tary wing. Th e idea was that if an in- house arrangement leads to a new 
coalition- based government, the PPP legislators should not be part of it. 
In the event, 106 members of the Punjab Assembly belonging to the PPP 
submitted their “loyalty affi  davits,” if not proper resignations, to President 
Zardari.16 Th e PPP feared a loss of majority on the fl oor of the Parliament. It 
occupied 128 seats in the National Assembly, along with co ali tion partners 
at thirteen for the ANP, twenty- fi ve MQM, eight JUI, fi ve Pakistan Muslim 
League— Functional (PML- F), and seventeen in de pen dents, bringing the to-
tal to 193. But the JUI left  the co ali tion aft er its minister Azam Swati impli-
cated the PPP minister Syed Hamid Raza Kazmi in the hajj scam and both 
 were sacked. Th e MQM resigned thrice from the trea sury benches in pro-
test against the alleged nonac cep tance of its demands that kept the incum-
bent government insecure in the game of numbers. Th e PPP felt obliged to 
co- opt the PML- Q— the erstwhile “king’s party” in the government. Th e old 
party cadres and workers had long identifi ed the late patriarch of the pres-
ent leadership of the PML- Q— Choudhry Zahooor Ilahi— with President 
Zia, especially as he had publicly endorsed the execution of Z. A. Bhutto in 
1979. Later, he was killed allegedly by the militant wing of the PPP, Al- 
Zulfi kar, led by Bhutto’s son Murtaza. Zardari himself called it the Qatil 
(murderer) League immediately aft er Benazir’s assassination in December 
2007. Not surprisingly, Zardari’s move elicited a negative reaction in the 
party ranks.

Th e classical description of the PPP as a populist party holds ground even 
four de cades aft er its inception in 1967.17 In the cynical version of this ap-
proach, the party is understood to be unwilling to go by any rules or regu-
lations and norms or traditions. Critics pointed to its lack of substance 
and vision and consistent play on the theme of victimhood because of the 
unnatural deaths of Z. A. Bhutto and Benazir Bhutto, along with her two 
brothers. Th e idiom of the party’s spokespersons continued to be laced with 
hyperboles and projection of fatality as immortality.18 Th e party maintained 
that Benazir, through her assassination, signed the social contract with her 
blood.19 Benazir’s husband, Asif Zardari, as the new party leader, managed 
to keep the party united, led its triumphant march to government formation 
aft er the 2008 elections through a co ali tional arrangement, and successfully 
mobilized support for his own election as president. He was considered a 
trusted ally by Washington and somebody that GHQ was willing to work 
with. He championed the pro cess of transformation of the po liti cal infra-
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structure by establishing provincial autonomy and canceling the presi-
dential powers to dissolve the National Assembly through the Eigh teenth 
Amendment. In a series of po liti cal moves— the Ninth National Finance 
Commission Award, the Gilgit- Baltistan Order, and the Baluchistan 
initiative— Zardari changed the po liti cal landscape in a longer- term per-
spective. Under him, the Constitution regained some of its original charac-
ter by shedding various provisions periodically inserted by military rulers 
and indeed moved considerably further in the direction of provincial 
autonomy.20

Despite all this, Zardari became the most controversial elected president 
in Pakistan’s history. Soon aft er the honeymoon period, he was subjected to 
severe criticism from various actors on the po liti cal stage. Th e Supreme 
Court declared Musharraf ’s National Reconciliation Ordinance (NRO) null 
and void and asked the PPP government to open up corruption cases against 
the president in the Swiss courts.21 As the judiciary asserted its power, the 
pro- democracy elements acutely feared the crumbling of the civilian edifi ce 
of authority. Th e media projected the message of the president’s alleged cor-
ruption all around and charged that Zardari had sold out to the United 
States by pursuing the war against terror in the American interest, thus 
compromising national sovereignty. Public anger was reserved for the un-
satisfactory per for mance of the PPP government relating to an all- embracing 
price hike, periodic shortages of foodstuff s, electricity, petrol, and natural 
gas, and deterioration of the security situation because of terrorist attacks. 
A Pew Research Center poll found that Zardari’s approval ratings  were 
20 percent in 2010, comparable to a 17 percent approval rating for the United 
States; in contrast, 61 percent of those polled approved of General Kayani, 
and 71 percent approved of Nawaz Sharif.22 Th e leaders of the PML- N, PTI, JI, 
and other opposition parties accused Zardari of manipulation, jugglery, 
duplicity, and Machiavellian foul play. A columnist in the News found the 
PPP fl otilla leaky, shaky, and rickety, led by “Admiral Asif Ali, through his 
masterly trims, timely turnings of the tiller, frequent adjustments in the rud-
der and the keel,” and charged that the PPP government was in survival 
mode, constantly fi ghting fi res rather than  governing.23

PML- N

Th e PML- N that formed the government aft er the 2013 elections is a legatee 
of the All India Muslim League in British India. Th at party was divided into 
a dozen factions bearing various suffi  xes indicating the names of factional 
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leaders. Aft er Zia died in an air crash in August 1988, there emerged two 
rival factions of the ruling Muslim League— the “king’s party”— led by the 
ex- prime minister Muhammad Khan Junejo and Punjab’s chief minister 
Nawaz Sharif. Th e latter faction emerged as a separate party in 1992. Th e 
PML- N is a mirror image of the PPP in terms of dynastic leadership, its vast 
baggage of corruption charges, a history of dismissal of its previous govern-
ments at the hands of both the army (1999) and the civilian president (1993), 
a weak or gan i za tional structure, and vulnerability to factionalism induced 
by extraparliamentary forces. Th e party has retained its ideological position 
on the right of the center, its power base in Punjab, and its appeal in the ur-
ban centers for the last two de cades. In 2011, Nawaz Sharif took a public 
position against the po liti cal role of the army. His new stance drew on his 
unceremonial exit from power at the hands of Musharraf a de cade ago, fol-
lowed by imprisonment— including solitary confi nement for three months— 
and long years of exile to Saudi Arabia. He returned in 2007 with a commit-
ment to never encourage, accept, or abet the army’s role in politics. Nawaz 
Sharif kept himself distant from any move to topple the PPP government 
because he saw in it a return to the army’s role as king maker and his own 
subservient role as an elected prime minister in a future scenario. Th is real-
ization shaped the PML- N’s attitude toward the PPP government in an es-
sentially noncombative framework, characterized by reluctance to engineer 
a move to destabilize the civilian setup that would lead to surrender of 
initiative back to the army. Some argued that the PML- N’s commitment 
not to upset the cart let the PPP- led co ali tion off  the hook despite its bad 
governance.

Nawaz Sharif was exposed to the Islamization program of Zia as part of 
the government in Punjab from 1981 to 1988. In 1988, he contested elections 
from the platform of an alliance with JI called Islami Jamhoori Ittehad put 
together by ISI against the PPP. As prime minister (1990–1993), he got the 
Shariat Bill passed by the National Assembly. His government was dissolved 
before he could steer the bill through the Senate. His ideological grooming 
under the Saudi government for nearly a de cade further pushed him to a 
mission- mantled approach to politics. Disparate conservative elements 
who opposed Musharraf ’s self- serving secular posturing and partnership 
with the United States in the war against terror found in Nawaz Sharif— 
Musharraf ’s nemesis—an Islamic and putatively anti- American alterna-
tive. Nawaz Sharif remained somewhat noncommittal about the role of the 
Taliban in the wake of a series of terrorist attacks. His brother, Punjab’s chief 
minister, Shahbaz Sharif, made a public appeal to the Taliban to spare the 
province in view of their shared struggle in the past. Th e media lambasted 
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him for showing empathy with terrorists. Th e banned jihadi parties claimed 
to have contributed to the victory of the PML- N candidates in the 2008 elec-
tions. According to WikiLeaks, Shahbaz Sharif tipped a banned jihadi 
party, Jamaat- ut- Dawa, about the impending move of the United Nations to 
freeze its account. Musharraf claimed that Nawaz Sharif was a closet Tali-
ban. President Zardari referred to him as Maulvi (cleric) Nawaz Sharif dur-
ing his address in Nodero in July 2011. Conversely, Nawaz Sharif has shown 
sensitivity to the need for a modern, not orthodox, Islamic system, a toler-
ant and plural society, as well as regional peace. When Nawaz Sharif referred 
to Ahmedis, the followers of a heretical sect, as brothers during the cam-
paign for a by- election in Chakwal, Islamic groups boycotted him. He was 
also criticized by a certain anti- India lobby called the “Pakistan movement” 
group for speaking in favor of friendship and opening of trade with India.

Th e PML- N brought back several members from its huge breakaway 
faction, PML- Q, whom Musharraf had co- opted. In the Punjab Assembly, 
these PML- Q co- optees helped the PML- N keep its minority government 
in place aft er it eased the PPP members out of the co ali tion in 2008. Under 
Zardari, the PML- N’s po liti cal stance toward him remained unclear. Some-
times it declared that it would not support the replacement of the PPP govern-
ment by a “national government”— a euphemism for a military- sponsored 
po liti cal arrangement. At other times, it hinted at supporting change. Some-
times it demanded midterm elections but later feared that these would be 
mediated through the army. Th e party demanded that Musharraf should be 
brought back from abroad for trial through Interpol. Its charge sheet against 
Musharraf included his misadventure in Kargil in 1999; illegal takeover on 
October 12, 1999; war against his own people (meaning the war against ter-
ror); use of the National Accountability Bureau to blackmail politicians into 
submission; murder of the Baluch leader Akbar Bugti; atrocities perpetrated 
on the Baluch activists, including abducting and killing them; and opera-
tion against the Red Mosque in Islamabad on the occasion of the “Israeli- 
Zionist Bush Cheney Junta of War Criminals.”24 Chief Minister Shahbaz 
Sharif was reported to have had a secret meeting with Chief of Army Staff  
(COAS) General Kayani that was subsequently disapproved of by Nawaz 
Sharif. Shahbaz’s statement that the army and judiciary should play their 
role as stakeholders in the stability of the po liti cal system created a back-
lash in the media and po liti cal circles.

Th e confl ict between the PPP government and the Supreme Court pro-
vided the PML- N an opportunity to keep pressure on the former by uphold-
ing the cause of in de pen dence of the judiciary. In 2009, the PML- N put its 
full weight in favor of reinstatement of Chief Justice Chaudhry aft er Shahbaz’s 
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government collapsed as a result of a court ruling. Th e party questioned 
Zardari’s eligibility for the presidential election in 2008 in the light of the 
NRO, presidential immunity, and appointment of judges. Nawaz Sharif 
faced opposition within the party for compromising parliamentary sover-
eignty by encouraging a rally in favor of the Supreme Court. All along, the 
fear of passing the initiative back to the army kept Nawaz Sharif from 
burning his bridges in confl ict with the PPP. Th e PTI leader Imran Khan 
accused him of making a secret deal with Zardari to keep the status quo.

Nawaz Sharif fi led a case in the Supreme Court in November 2011 aft er 
the “Memogate” scandal put President Zardari in the dock for “conspiring” 
with the United States to save his government from the army, allegedly in 
exchange for strategic cooperation that covered access to nuclear installa-
tions. Nawaz Sharif pleaded with the Supreme Court to investigate the mat-
ter. Meanwhile, Zardari was able to sort out matters with the top brass that 
was itself under pressure due to allegations about the ISI chief ’s maneuver-
ings in certain Middle Eastern countries, including Saudi Arabia and Ku-
wait, launching a military coup straight aft er the Abbottabad operation in 
May 2011. As the court case lingered on into May 2012, Nawaz Sharif settled 
for a compromise with the PPP government in the impending Senate elec-
tions. Meanwhile, Imran Khan denigrated the two leaders as plunderers, 
cheats, and wheelers and dealers.

Th e PML- Q faction got fi ft y seats in the 2008 elections. It was divided 
into three factions— one joining Zardari, another Musharraf in his reincar-
nation as a leader in exile, and the third (Like- minded Group) Nawaz Sharif. 
In June 2012, the PML- Q— led by Choudhary Shujaat Husain and Pervez 
Illahi— enjoyed a crucial role as king maker because it carried suffi  cient 
numbers for the PPP to put together a majority in the National Assembly to 
elect the new prime minister aft er Gilani was disqualifi ed by the Supreme 
Court. Th ey even vetoed the two PPP candidates for that position, Ahmed 
Mukhtar and Qamar Zaman Kaira, and instead supported Raja Pervez 
Ashraf. Th e PML- Q virtually collapsed in the 2013 elections.

PTI

Imran Khan’s PTI was virtually a one- man party for fi ft een years, until 2011. 
None of the mainstream po liti cal leaders acknowledged its role as a signifi cant 
po liti cal actor nor sought alliance with it. Imran was generally dismissed 
as a product of intelligence agencies and as a creation of the media. But all 
this did not render him irrelevant for party politics in Pakistan because he 
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gave public expression to the deep concerns of a large number of people 
from the educated middle class. Th ey found in him a janitor who would 
cleanse the Augean stables of politics in the country. He upheld the Mosaic 
myth of leading his nation to the Promised Land. Under the post-2008 
demo cratic dispensation, he was able to regroup quite a few like- minded 
people around him. He carried out a blitzkrieg on tele vi sion, condemning 
the leading politicians of corruption, bad governance, and total neglect of 
the downtrodden masses. Although Imran’s party has its own CEC that 
meets periodically, a published manifesto, and a youth wing called Insaf 
Students Federation, it lacks the trappings of a typical po liti cal party in 
terms of a viable and stable hierarchical structure, ideological and policy 
orientation of cadres and workers, and network of infl uential locals as 
potential winners in an electoral contest.

Imran’s main profi le is one of a rebel, an angry person who challenges 
authority in social, economic, and po liti cal domains of public policy. He 
fi nds the system at a dead end, representing a rotten status quo that would 
eventually pave the way to revolution.25 A recurrent theme of his speeches 
is the need for change in the system. Critics found in it change for change’s 
sake because of Imran’s lack of clear thinking about his policy objectives. 
Imran saw a civil disobedience movement against bad governance round 
the corner, corruption as cancer of the society, and revolution through ballot 
as the way out. He had campaigned for Musharraf for his controversial 
presidential referendum in 2002 but fell out with him when he was not given 
a leading role in the subsequent civilian setup. In 2007, he reemerged as a 
fi rebrand orator on the TV screen attacking Musharraf. He was part of the 
All Pakistan Demo cratic Alliance that boycotted the 2008 elections. While 
the PML- N and the JUI later opted to take part in elections, Imran and others 
 were left  in the lurch. Imran incessantly accused the Zardari government 
of selling Pakistan’s sovereignty to the United States by joining the war 
against terror and demanded “liberation from American slavery.”26 He 
promised to tackle the problem of terrorism in ninety days. He took a tough 
stand on the American spy Raymond Davis during his trial in court in 2011. 
Aft er Davis’s release, he castigated the government for complicity with the 
United States. Th e PTI fi led a petition in court against the U.S. drone attacks 
and threatened to launch a march on Islamabad if these attacks did not stop. 
Imran demanded the release of Pakistani expatriate Dr. Afi a Siddiqui, who 
was awarded a sentence of 86 years by a U.S. court for attacking American 
troops in Kabul.

Imran constantly admonished Nawaz Sharif for paying only Rs 5,000 as 
income tax and sixty- one Members of the National Assembly (MNAs) for 
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paying no income tax at all.27 Imran heaped invectives against Zardari as a 
corrupt person, criticized Musharraf ’s NRO for exonerating the former 
from legal action for corruption, and demanded to reopen cases against 
Musharraf. Imran per sis tently demanded midterm elections to get rid of the 
incumbent ruling setup based on a bogus National Assembly.28 Ideologi-
cally, Imran continued to be close to Islamic parties. He publicly rallied with 
them against the United States. Th e PTI manifesto did not criticize Islamic 
extremism and suicide bombing. He wanted no change in the controversial 
Blasphemy Law. He appealed to “jeaned jihadis,” that is, the conservative 
educated and professional youth with a modern veneer.29 On October 30, 
2011, he or ga nized a public rally in the famous Minar Pakistan Park in La-
hore, which upgraded his profi le as a national leader and left  a mark on the 
youth in par tic u lar and the articulate sections of the public in general. 
Dozens of high- profi le disgruntled members of the PPP, PML- N, PML- Q, 
JUI- Fazl ur Rehman (JUI- F), ANP, and PML- F joined the PTI in a wave 
that was incessantly termed by Imran as a “tsunami.” He claimed that he 
would form the next government, that he would start a civil war if he was 
denied victory through a rigged election, and that he had now a credible 
number of heavyweights within the party for winning the election. How-
ever, various po liti cal leaders and commentators alleged that he was the new 
 horse fi elded by ISI. Th e media termed him “Taliban Khan.” Th e traditional 
leadership of all shades woke up to Imran’s emergence on the national scene. 
As a leader, Imran evoked two contradictory responses. At one end, he was 
accorded a pivotal role in starting a pro cess of revolution as Mr. Clean. He 
was accredited with “personal and po liti cal credibility, integrity, compas-
sion, dedication, fairness and justice,” with credentials as a “managerial 
guru” and as a “compassionate visionary.”30 He was admired for introduc-
ing transformational politics as an expression of his doctrine of po liti cal 
change. At the other end, he was seen as a Taliban apologist kowtowing 
Islamic parties, of duplicity in his personal life, of sponsoring a cult of per-
sonality, and of being a revolutionary with “fundamental contradictions, 
u- turns and half- baked theories.”31 Imran thought of himself in the same 
vein as Z. A. Bhutto and his meteoric rise in 1970. While po liti cal pundits 
estimated that he would get fi ft een to twenty- fi ve seats in the National As-
sembly in the 2013 elections, the PTI’s own estimates put the party’s fortune 
at a hundred seats from Punjab alone. However, the elections produced a 
major surprise: the ascendancy of the PTI as the second largest party by 
vote and the third by seats in the National Assembly.
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MQM

Th e MQM shares a culture of sacrifi ce with the PPP. While the PPP focuses 
on its martyred leaders, the Bhuttos, the MQM constantly refers to its “mar-
tyred” party workers in the context of the military operations of 1992–1994 
and 1995 as well as targeted killings before and aft er. Unlike the Sindhi, Pa-
khtun, and Baluch nationalist parties that identify with their respective 
provinces and claimed historical roots, the MQM and its Mohajir constitu-
ency miss out on both geography and history. Th is community suff ered a 
gradual decline in its superordinate position in jobs and ser vices over two 
generations aft er in de pen dence.32 Th e MQM has developed a sense of per-
secution all around.33 It alone among ethnic parties faced conspiracy theories 
about its sponsorship by the army. It was speculated that the 1983 Movement 
for Restoration of Democracy agitation led by the Sindhis as a belated 
reaction to the execution of Z. A. Bhutto in 1979 pushed Zia to create a Mo-
hajir party in Sindh.34 Later the MQM joined Musharraf and put together a 
ruling co ali tion in Karachi along with the PML- Q in 2003. Aft er the 2008 
and 2013 elections, it formed a co ali tion with the PPP that was aborted soon 
aft er, in the earlier elections more than once.

In 2010, its leader, Altaf Hussain, publicly asked the “patriotic generals” 
to act against the corrupt government in martial law– like operations and 
referred to Charles de Gaulle’s model to cleanse society.35 He also asked the 
Supreme Court to order the army to move against the corrupt politicians 
and “feudals” under Article 190 of the Constitution. Th e MQM faced nu-
merous imponderables from the beginning. At a quarter of the population 
of Sindh, Mohajirs could never capture power in the province through elec-
tions without provincial reor ga ni za tion. Th e idea of carving out a separate 
province of Karachi lingered on for half a century and again surfaced in 
May 2012. Nearly half of the Mohajir population of Sindh lived outside 
Karachi, while half of Karachi’s population was non- Mohajir. Th e project 
of a Karachi Province was expected to lead to a bloody partition pro cess 
involving the cross- migration of Mohajirs and non- Mohajirs, as a mirror 
image of the cross- migration of Hindus, Sikhs, and Muslims in 1947.

Th e MQM’s opponents accuse the party of indulging in militant activi-
ties against its po liti cal adversaries from rival parties, non- Mohajir ethnic 
communities— Pakhtuns and Sindhis— and its own breakaway faction, 
MQM- Hakiki.36 Th e party has been subjected to allegations of social vio-
lence by way of extortion from shop keep ers, traders, and industrialists. Th e 
electoral behavior of the MQM has been criticized for coercion, registration 
of bogus votes, and rigging the elections. Th e party continues to look for a 
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larger role at the national level beyond its ethnic heartland. In 2010, it 
held conventions in Lahore, Multan, and Rawalpindi in an aborted move 
to demonstrate its nationwide appeal. Th e MQM wanted to revive Mu-
sharraf ’s local bodies system. Because it could not control the provincial 
administration in Sindh, it wanted to secure the administration of the 
Mohajir- dominated urban centers of Karachi and Hyderabad.37 Musharraf 
had merged the fi ve districts of Karachi into one urban district that remained 
the MQM stronghold for fi ve years under its energetic mayor. In the face of 
the PPP government’s abrupt move to revive the old pattern aft er the MQM 
left  the co ali tion for the third time in a row, the latter was obliged to bar-
gain for the withdrawal of that initiative as a precondition for rejoining the 
co ali tion. In October 2012, the party was able to push for legislation for lo-
cal government through the Sindh Assembly, which elicited a severe back-
lash from Sindhi nationalists.

Th e MQM oft en played the role of opposition within the ruling co ali tion 
on such issues as price hikes, the provisions of the annual bud get relating to 
imposition of new taxes, increases in the general sales tax, wheat subsidies, 
the alleged rigging of elections in Gilgit- Baltistan, and not being allowed 
to contest and “win” two seats for the Azad Kashmir Assembly in 2011. Th e 
Sindhi dissident voices, led by the PPP’s interior minister Zulfi kar Mirza, 
 were overly fatigued by the perceived intransigence of the MQM, even as the 
federal government struggled to keep the party on board. In a TV address 
in September 2011, Altaf Hussain threatened to raise an army— Haq Prast 
Lashkar—to fi ght terrorism. Th e MQM’s pitched battles with the ANP— the 
party of Pakhtuns in Karachi— and the Sindhi– Baluch conundrum from 
Lyari continued to make headlines. During the 1990s and 2000s, the MQM’s 
street power set the pattern for other parties, especially the ANP and later 
the PPP, to develop their own activist groups. In 2014–2015, these parties 
 were engaged in a war of attrition in the background of a police operation 
against militants and Altaf Hussain’s call for division of Sindh.

ANP

Th e ANP, as a Pakhtun nationalist party, fought to carve out a space for it-
self in Karachi, which is considered to be the biggest Pakhtun city, even sur-
passing Peshawar, the heartland and capital of KP. Th e ANP’s dynastic 
leadership goes back to the 1930s, when Abdul Ghaff ar Khan took up the 
cause of Pakhtun nationalism.38 In Pakistan, both Ghaff ar Khan and his 
son Wali Khan spent years in jail for their alleged anti- Pakistan stance and 
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separatist ambitions. For its part, the party has been reduced from the lead-
ing provincial party called Khudai Khidmatgars, or Red Shirts, aft er the 
color of the party dress, in the de cade before in de pen dence to one of the 
fi ve contenders for power in KP. Talking with the ANP leadership is termed 
an “interview with history.”39 Th e ANP is a self- confessed secular party 
among the most religious community of Pakistan. Th e party became a tar-
get of the Taliban and proto- Taliban groups aft er they fl ed Af ghan i stan and 
landed in KP post-9/11. By July 2010, these groups had killed 485 leaders, 
cadres, and workers of that party, including the son of the information min-
ister and two members of the KP Assembly. Th e party has been caught be-
tween its ideological heritage of nonviolence, a cultivated social conscience, 
and a commitment to re nais sance of the Pakhtun language and literature 
on the one hand and Talibanization of the Pakhtun society in the 1990s 
and 2000s on the other.

President Zardari (2008–2013) delivered on his promise to change the 
name of the NWFP to Pakhtunkhwa through the Eigh teenth Amendment 
and earned the lasting gratitude of the ANP. However, the PPP’s role in the 
three- way battle for street power in Karachi somewhat alienated the ANP’s 
leadership. Th e latter found the PPP overly committed to saving its co ali-
tion with the MQM. It wanted the army to control target killings in Karachi 
even as, traditionally, the ANP and the army have been poles apart. Th e 
latter considered the ANP’s pre de ces sor, the National Awami Party (NAP), 
a traitor to the cause of national integration and fought with the Baluch 
guerillas from 1973 to 1977 aft er the dismissal of the NAP government in 
Quetta by Z. A. Bhutto. Th e Supreme Court declared the NAP to be against 
Pakistan’s integrity in 1975 and banned it. During the 1990s, the party reas-
serted itself on the po liti cal stage and entered into successive ruling co ali-
tions led by the PPP and PML- N. Th e new generation of ANP cadres and 
workers carry autonomist ambitions for KP and look for security of life, 
jobs, and business in Karachi. Party politics in KP was not smooth under 
the ANP government (2008–2013), accompanying a downward trend of its 
popularity. In Karachi, the party’s constituency faced the usual dilemmas 
of the third generation of a migrant community, looking for space in the 
land of migration. Th e party was routed in the 2013 elections, winning a 
mere handful of seats in the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Assembly and one seat 
in the National Assembly.
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SMALLER PARTIES: LAYING OUT THE TURF

Various “rightist” parties belonging to the Islamic and conservative po liti cal 
spectrum continue to operate on the margins of the system, largely carry-
ing a message of transformation of the state and society. Several jihadi or-
ganizations proliferated in the society in the fi rst de cade of the twenty- fi rst 
century, ironically under Musharraf, some allegedly sponsored by ISI. Shah 
Ahmad Noorani’s Jamiat Ulema Pakistan declined from the 1980s onward 
in the face of the rising MQM. Among the Muttahida Majlis- e Amal (MMA) 
parties, a Wahhabi outfi t, Jamiat Ahl Hadith, enjoyed a limited appeal. Th e 
banned Tehrik- e Nifaz- e Fiqha Jafria, a Shia party, along with its breakaway 
faction, Tehrik- e- Jafria, and its new incarnation, Majlis Wahdatul Musli-
meen, had no electoral prospects. Th e JUI- Samiul Haq, based on a madrasah 
that trained mujahideen in Akora Khatak from the 1980s on, has stagnated. 
Its leader emerged on top of the Defense of Pakistan Council in 2011, an al-
liance of Islamic parties including extremist and banned militant outfi ts. 
Only JI and JUI- F remained mainstream Islamic parties.

JI

Th e current politics of the two Islamic parties JI and JUI refl ects two diff er-
ent Islamic cultures. Th e JI represents Islamic ideology, national and inter-
national networking, vigilante culture, and anti- Indian, anti- American, 
and anti- Zionist po liti cal attitudes. Th e JUI represents tribal Islam of the 
Pakhtun variety, a mosque- and- madrasah network, and a sectarian iden-
tity based on the Deobandi school of thought. Th e JI supported Gulbuddin 
Hikmatyar and Ahmed Shah Masood against the Taliban in Af ghan i stan 
in 1996 and interpreted the Taliban’s ascendency as a U.S. conspiracy. Later, 
the JI appropriated the Taliban’s cause. When a JI rally in Peshawar was 
attacked by the Taliban in 2010, its leadership accused the U.S. intelligence 
agency Blackwater for it, since Blackwater was made up of CIA contractors. 
Aft er video showing the Taliban publicly lashing a 17- year- old girl from Swat 
was released in 2009, the JI claimed that the story and the video  were fake 
and fabricated. Th e JI has a study circle mind- set. Its 6,213 registered mem-
bers undergo periodic training workshops for ideological indoctrination 
that leads to self- righteousness, missionary zeal, and a commitment to 
changing morals and manners, politics and economics, and the region and 
the world.40 It has an all- embracing agenda pertaining to personal piety, 
interest- free banking, Islamic education through textbooks, and passing 
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and safeguarding Islamic laws, such as the Hudood Ordinances and the 
Blasphemy Law. Its indoctrinated workers disapprove of New Year’s, Valen-
tine’s Day, and birthday parties as Western imposition, Basant as a Hindu 
festival,41 and Nouroze as a Zoroastrian practice— all un- Islamic.42 It has re-
sorted to intimidation tactics to stop the showing of Burqavaganza, a play 
critical of the use of the hijab and veil staged by the Ajoka theater in Lahore, 
on the basis that the play ridicules Islamic mores. Th e party has launched 
several anti- America rallies. It has been in step with such groups as Hizbut- 
Tahrir, which operates mainly among expatriate Muslims in the West to es-
tablish Khilafat. Th e JI has pop u lar ized a dichotomy between Islam and the 
West and condemned the ruling elite as stooges of American imperialism. 
Amir Munawwar Hasan (2011) represented the fi rst generation of leadership 
from the JI’s student wing, Islami Jamiat Talaba, and was followed by a vet-
eran of MMA activist politics, Sirajul Haq, in 2014.

Th e JI is a vanguard party of virtuosos committed to heralding the move-
ment toward an Islamic revolution from the top, presuming that it would have 
a trickle- down eff ect. Th at explains its failure to connect with the people 
and mobilize them along the mundane issues of daily life. Th e JI has been 
criticized for spreading bigotry, anti- Westernism, hatred against non- 
Muslim minorities, and support for the Taliban. It has several subsidiary 
organizations, such as the Islamic Lawyers Movement. While its youth or-
ganizations, Pasban and Shabaab Milli, are no longer active, the party has 
operated more through schools, colleges, and universities than through ma-
drasahs and thus infl uenced a large number of students who got subse-
quently recruited into offi  cial and professional positions.43 Th e party has 
failed at the polls but succeeded in spreading its message that religion and 
politics are one in Islam, that Islam is a complete code of life, that the Chris-
tian West has been inherently inimical to the Islamic world since the Cru-
sades, and that America is committed to destroying Pakistan. It has upheld 
the cause of safeguarding national sovereignty in terms of security of Paki-
stan’s nuclear assets against the perceived Indo- Israeli conspiracy to destroy 
them, endorsed by the United States. It considered the MQM a terrorist or-
ga ni za tion and threatened to stage a long march to Islamabad for estab-
lishing peace in Karachi. Th e JI lost its Mohajir constituency in Sindh, its 
partners in the MMA, its relatively populist and articulate leader Qazi Hus-
sain Ahmed, and some electoral ground in its stronghold in KP in 2008 
and 2013— even though it could form a co ali tion government with PTI in 
this state aft er the 2013  elections.
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JUI- F

Th e JUI- Fazl ur Rehman has been a strident Deobandi sectarian party close 
to the Taliban in terms of ideological moorings and or gan i za tional links. 
Under Musharraf, it was the mainstay of the MMA government in Pesha-
war and a co ali tion partner of the PML- Q in Baluchistan. Its chief, Fazl ur 
Rehman, was appointed leader of the opposition in the National Assembly 
by Musharraf in 2003, even though he was not supported by the majority of 
the opposition. Th e JUI focused on keeping a high public profi le. It got its 
clerics and party stalwarts appointed on key positions in the PPP- led ruling 
setup aft er 2008. Whereas the JI has never been a co ali tion partner of 
“secular” parties such as the PPP or ANP, the JUI has partnered with both of 
them. In 2009–2010, it continued to give an impression of leaving the PPP- 
led government in protest against its pro- U.S. policies, ostensibly to placate 
its constituency among the Taliban.44 It also wanted to include Ahle- Sunnat- 
wal- Jamat, the po liti cal wing of the banned militant anti- Shia party Sipah- 
e- Sahaba Pakistan in the “revived” MMA. Th e JUI mediated between the 
Taliban and the government for signing peace deals in the FATA in 2009. 
Th e JUI’s oppositional politics within the government related to, for exam-
ple, the bud getary cuts for the ministries under its control and criticism of 
the bud get for following the instructions of the International Monetary 
Fund and the World Bank.45 It continued to talk about unfulfi lled promises 
such as changing policy vis- à- vis the United States. Th e JUI left  the co ali tion 
in protest against the sacking of its minister Azam Swati, the main fi nancier 
of the party who had a huge business concern in the United States and who 
later joined the PTI. Fazl ur Rehman fi elded himself as a candidate for 
prime minister in June 2012 even as his party had only eight members in 
the Assembly. In the 2013 elections, it emerged as the second largest party in 
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Assembly as the leading opponent of the PTI.

At the other end, the Baluch nationalist parties  were reduced to small 
groups of people belonging to their respective tribes. Th e (Baluch) National 
Party (NP) and the Pakhtunkhwa Milli Awami Party (PKMAP) dominated 
the po liti cal scene in Baluchistan in 2014. Th e NP upholds the Baluch na-
tionalist cause through demo cratic means under its new leader, Chief Min-
ister Abdul Malik Baloch. Th e PKMAP is a major co ali tion partner of the 
NP and the PML- N in Quetta and Islamabad. Th e NP and PKMAP demon-
strate a liberal and progressive perspective on issues of de- confl ation be-
tween religion and politics, devolution of power to federating units, and 
adoption of demo cratic means to achieve po liti cal goals. Baluch national-
ism remained without an authentic and inclusive repre sen ta tion in the po-
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liti cal system. Th e Jamhoori Watan Party and Baluch National Party (BNP), 
based on Bugti and Mengal tribes, respectively, remained relatively less vis-
ible outfi ts.

THE 2013 ELECTIONS

Th e 2013 elections displayed an enhanced level of po liti cal participation with 
a voter turnout of 55 percent as compared with 44 percent in 2008, an up-
graded list of registered voters (thanks to the work of the election com-
mission, which eliminated many bogus voters), and a clear mandate.46 Th e 
military establishment generally played a role in election campaigns either 
up front, as in 1964–1965, 1985, and 2002, or as a backstage player, as in 1970, 
1988, 1990, and 2008. Th is role was selectively characterized by manipula-
tion of selection of party candidates, creation of party factions, deployment 
of partisan election offi  cers, control over the media coverage of po liti cal 
parties, and even outright changes of election results.47 In 2013, the army 
projected its “neutral” profi le. An “in de pen dent” Election Commission and 
a “neutral” caretaker government  were put in place on the basis of under-
standing between the trea sury and opposition benches in the National 
Assembly. However, po liti cal parties faced a new menace from outside the 
parliamentary system in the form of the Taliban. Th is group threatened 
and later attacked the three “liberal” and “secular” parties— the PPP, ANP, 
and MQM— and virtually drove them out of the fi eld in terms of reaching 
out to their voters. Nearly 300 persons  were killed and 900 injured in 148 
attacks from January to May 2013.48 Th e PPP was also rendered “leaderless” 
as the Lahore High Court barred President Zardari from participating in 
politics. Th e party leadership took the threat seriously aft er Benazir’s assas-
sination in 2007. Th e ANP’s leader, Asfandyar Wali Khan, was unable to 
address a single public meeting. Hundreds of his party members had al-
ready been killed by the Taliban. Th e Taliban “sanctioned” only the PML-
 N, PTI, JI, and JUI- F to run election campaigns. Th is meant that only 
Punjab, where the PML- N and PTI campaigned, had a real election, while 
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Sindh lacked party activity out in the open. Balu-
chistan was the target of both the proto- Taliban groups and the militant 
section of the Baluch nationalists.

A lot of rhetoric about change in the system came from the PTI and 
others without a clear set of policies or an attractive ideological framework. 
Th e election soon emerged as a battle of titans who claimed they could 
deliver the nation from misery. Anti- Americanism, an anti- corruption 
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agenda, and support for negotiations with the Taliban in search of peace 
moved to the center stage of the election discourse. Politics took a turn to 
the right, as the liberal parties succumbed to the Taliban attacks as well as 
to the anti- incumbency factor in both Islamabad and Peshawar.49 Under 
these circumstances, the media emerged as a new arena for po liti cal contest 
by way of providing a forum for public debate among contestants and as a 
medium for the paid party advertisement.

Th e election results brought several surprises. Instead of a hung Parlia-
ment as predicted by analysts, there was a clear lead for the PML- N, which 
formed the government in Islamabad and Lahore. Th e extent of the collapse 
of the ANP in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and the PPP in Punjab was beyond all 
expectations. Th e PTI’s rise was phenomenal, as it bagged thirty- one seats 
in the National Assembly and formed a co ali tion government in Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa. Th e party ate into the vote banks of the MQM, PPP, and 
ANP, where Imran Khan emerged as the viable alternative for disgruntled 
activists and voters, especially from the urban middle class. However, this 
pattern of voting did not change the po liti cal landscape of Punjab, where 
Nawaz Sharif continued to have a stable support base aft er winning back 
electoral heavyweights from the PML- Q that collapsed during the cam-
paign. At the other end, Islamic parties nosedived in the election, with the 
sole exception of the JUI- F, partly because the Islamic agenda was hijacked 
by the Taliban operating militantly from outside the system. Still, the JI 
joined the ruling co ali tion in Peshawar, and the JUI- F did so in Islamabad. 
Th is kept both of them visible on top.

Finally, the election results led to regionalization of politics whereby po-
liti cal parties clung to their core areas of support in an election marred by 
uncertainty, not the least due to militancy.50 Th is applied to the PML- N in 
Punjab, the PPP and MQM in rural and urban Sindh, respectively, the JUI- F 
in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, and a plethora of miniscule tribal- based parties 
in Baluchistan. Only the PTI covered new ground partly as a result of its 
accommodation by the Taliban and possibly the tacit support of the “estab-
lishment,” as alleged by many analysts. Overall, the 2013 elections testifi ed 
to the primacy of po liti cal parties as leading actors on the po liti cal stage of 
Pakistan, along with their leaders as icons for party identifi cation. Th e pe-
riod between the 2013 and the next elections was expected to stabilize the 
emergent pattern of party politics at a new pedestal characterized by the 
emergence of a new party PTI in the Parliament, reincorporation of Islamic 
parties back in the mainstream, and possible revival of “liberal” parties, 
such as the PPP and ANP. However, within a year, Prime Minister Nawaz 
Sharif faced the greatest challenge to his government as the PTI launched 
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its sit-in in Islamabad on August 14, 2014, as a protest against the alleged 
rigging in the 2013 elections. A minor religio- political group, Minhajul 
Quran, led by cleric Tahirul Qadri, joined hands with Imran Khan. To-
gether they  were able to shake the demo cratic dispensation. However, all 
the parliamentary parties got together in the face of the grim prospect of a 
military takeover, especially aft er a PTI renegade, Javed Hashmi, “revealed” 
the links of the two mavericks with the establishment.

CONCLUSION

Th is chapter sought to analyze internal cleavages, or gan i za tional problems, 
and personal and ideological confl icts within po liti cal parties and their 
modes of expression and mobilization. Some broad features of po liti cal par-
ties in the country have been visible. For example, they are leader parties 
par excellence. Nawaz Sharif, Asif Zardari, Imran Khan, Altaf Hussain, As-
fandyar Wali Khan, and Fazl ur Rehman are inseparable from their respec-
tive parties. As icons, they appeal to the party’s followers in the public and 
symbolize a one- window operation in the context of negotiations and bar-
gaining with other players on the po liti cal stage. Th e key to the dynastic 
leadership lay with the followers’ need for party identifi cation. Zardari’s 
leadership provided the grand symbol of identifi cation with a po liti cal party 
in the absence of an elaborate hierarchical structure, an ideology, a set of 
policies, and a clear class- based constituency. Th e ability of Zardari to keep 
the leading factions of the PPP united and to crystallize an appropriate 
projection of the PPP legacy played a crucial role in keeping the party as a 
serious contender of power in the fi eld. At the other end, Nawaz Sharif is 
responsible for reinventing the Muslim League for the past quarter of a 
century, in the pro cess establishing a pattern of patrimonial leadership that 
survived his absence from the po liti cal scene for eight long years. Th e 2008 
and 2013 elections show that the PML- N’s appeal is now confi ned to Punjab. 
Inaction for a de cade when Nawaz Sharif was in exile cost the party in terms 
of or gan i za tional work. Asfandyar Wali Khan represents Ghaff ar Khan’s 
charisma, which has diluted over a span of three generations. However, it 
is still morally appealing in the framework of Pakhtun nationalism. Fazl ur 
Rehman is a legatee more of the Deobandi network of mosques and ma-
drasahs than of intrafamily transition of leadership. Imran Khan repre-
sents an option for middle- class citizens of Pakistan as a messiah. Outside 
KP, he lacks a rural constituency that has been the backbone of the elector-
ate in terms of voter turnout. Th e PTI’s core moved from a team of ideologues 
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and reformers to electoral contestants prior to the 2013 elections. In the 
JI’s case, the new leadership elected in 2014 is bland and uninspiring and 
carries few prospects of a credible showing at the polls. At the other end, 
Altaf Hussain’s remote- control leadership draws on fossilized positions, 
couched in a rhetoric projecting the party’s middle-  and lower- middle- class 
demands and aspirations.

One can argue that the leader rather than a set of policies provides the 
framework for resilience of public support for po liti cal parties. While the 
liberal intelligentsia and civil society in general and the PTI in par tic u lar 
sharply criticize what they consider a cult of leader, the family- based lead-
ership represents continuity in terms of a broad spectrum of policies and 
ideologies. Po liti cal parties have kept the modicum of democracy in place 
in Pakistan as a source of legitimacy through the Parliament. Th ey struc-
ture the po liti cal confl ict by rationalizing the message of contending forces 
and providing a sense of order to a fl uid situation. Th ey keep the public in 
the picture during the period between elections. Th ey have mobilized the 
public on all issues through all means for almost all the time during the 
post- Musharraf period. Th e demand for change in the system has yet to ac-
quire a transformative character, in the absence of a class- based idiom and 
a realistic set of policies. At least partly due to the strident role of the elec-
tronic media, people now identify po liti cal parties with corruption, dynas-
tic politics, bad governance, and pursuit of the foreign agenda, such as war 
against terror. At the same time, po liti cal parties in Pakistan are the mak-
ers and shapers of a massive— though amorphous— system of institutional 
repre sen ta tion of electoral contestants who have scant economic and po liti-
cal resources to get things done for their constituents on their own. Th is fact 
promises to keep parties at the heart of the po liti cal system of Pakistan 
almost as a structural requirement.
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The po liti cal landscape of Pakistan has always had a prominent place for 
its judiciary, and particularly the Supreme Court.1 Th e emergence of 
a judicially active court led by Chief Justice Ift ikhar Muhammad 

Chaudhry and then the exhilarating 2007–2009 Lawyers’ Movement seemed 
to mark a watershed in the Supreme Court’s role, from ju nior partner to the 
military and bureaucracy in times of crisis, to an institution autonomously 
exercising power. Indeed, it can be argued that “had it not been for the re-
vival of the rule of law and for a mechanism to enforce constitutional limits 
on power abuse by elected offi  cials [in 2008–2013], democracy would not 
have survived in Pakistan.”2 Th ese developments conjured up the image of 
a rule of law directed by a judiciary of integrity and vision, supported by a 
large and vigorous segment of civil society, the lawyers. Th e lawyers have 
since lost their heroic image, and the Supreme Court, aft er the retirement of 
Chief Justice Chaudhry in December 2013, has not asserted itself in the way 
it had. It has continued to claim the po liti cal high ground, but it is unclear 
whether it would favor a “juristocratic” democracy.3

Pakistan has what some label a “partial” democracy, or a “hybrid” re-
gime, that oscillates between an autocracy, when the military is openly in 
power, and a fl awed democracy, when relatively free and fair elections 
occur, forcible suppression of dissent declines, but the military retains con-
trol over signifi cant parts of the state. On the  whole, in the country’s his-
tory, the judiciary has played the role of a rubber- stamp institution legiti-
mizing military- bureaucratic rule.

Institutions of that hybrid regime such as Parliament and po liti cal 
parties are weak. Policies and programs and laws are not conceived and 
written in Parliament and provincial legislative assemblies; rather, that has 
been done mainly by a handful of insiders in the offices of the ruling 
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po liti cal party’s leader. A major exception, though, and perhaps a sign of 
the changing times, was the bargaining that produced a unanimous vote in 
favor of the Eigh teenth Amendment in 2010, which was conducted across 
party lines, in committees. Most po liti cal parties have organizations that 
are hardly active between elections or episodic street mobilizations; none 
have a leadership selection pro cess that avoids personalistic choices. In 
recent de cades, none of the major po liti cal leaders have demonstrated a taste 
or capacity for statesmanship, as opposed to skills of jockeying for power.

Civil society also seems bereft  of either great leaders or or ga nized social 
movements capable of changing the regime’s character. Th e media— fi rst 
print and now tele vi sion and the Internet— have been allowed to develop 
signifi cant in de pen dence and infl uence in the last thirty years. Some parts 
of the media have been able to put a small dent in the government’s general 
unaccountability, and a succession of fl awed elections in the 1990s also 
did a bit.

In this context, the Lawyers’ Movement, which Sattar calls the “rule- of- 
law” movement,4 has brought a new possibility to the fore: that the initiative 
for establishing the rule of law in a revived democracy in Pakistan would 
come from the judiciary. Some members of the judiciary, and particularly 
Chief Justice Chaudhry, seemed to think that the judiciary— essentially the 
Supreme Court, with occasional help from High Courts— could do this 
from its constitutionally established position of in de pen dence and power. 
But to establish that position will probably require the ac cep tance of the 
higher judiciary as a more purely po liti cal force.

THE JUDICIARY AND THE EXECUTIVE BEFORE 2007— AND 
THE LAWYERS’ MOVEMENT

Th e judiciary has not had much success in preserving demo cratic govern-
ment. As Mahmud summarizes his very detailed argument, “the successive 
constitutional crises that confronted the Pakistani courts  were not of their 
own making. But the doctrinally inconsistent, judicially inappropriate, and 
po liti cally timid responses fashioned by these courts ultimately undermined 
constitutional governance.”5 Th e details of the judiciary’s willingness to 
bend to the will of the de jure or de facto executive head of the government— 
starting with Governor- General Ghulam Muhammad in 1954— are enshrined 
in a series of major court decisions that have been carefully analyzed by 
scholars and lawyers.6 Mostly these confl icts have been conducted with due 
decorum, but in 1997, perhaps as a refl ection of the general trend of declin-
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ing respect for all institutions of government, the Supreme Court became a 
literal battleground, when po liti cal workers of Nawaz Sharif ’s ruling party 
stormed the building to prevent the hearing of a contempt case against the 
prime minister. Hamid Khan says, “it was indeed one of the most despi-
cable assaults on the courts in judicial history.”7 Finally, “the Supreme 
Court committed collective suicide.”8 Th e judiciary’s willingness to bend to 
po liti cal change continued. Aft er the 1999 coup, Justice Chaudhry, whose 
removal eight years later became the focus of the Lawyers’ Movement, 
was one of the 85  percent of superior court justices who swore an oath 
to uphold General Musharraf ’s Provisional Constitution Order (PCO) of 
1999.9 In 2000, the Supreme Court followed tradition in legitimizing Mush-
arraf ’s coup.

In March 2007, there was a dramatic departure from this pattern: the 
Chief Justice refused to resign even when President General Musharraf, pre-
siding publicly over a group of the most powerful men in the Pakistan gov-
ernment, put him under pressure to do so. Aft er his refusal and the fi rst 
wave of the Lawyers’ Movement, the Chief Justice was restored to his offi  ce 
by the Supreme Court in July 2007. In November 2007, when Musharraf 
declared a state of emergency and issued a new PCO, in a reversal of the 
earlier ratio, roughly two- thirds of the justices of the Supreme Court and 
High Courts refused to take an oath under the PCO, aft er which the Chief 
Justice was put eff ectively under  house arrest and the lawyers’ leaders 
jailed.10 It was not until more than a year aft er the February 2008 election 
that the winning parties’ commitment to restore the Chief Justice to his 
offi  ce was fulfi lled.

Th e crisis of the judiciary and the Lawyers’ Movement has been well 
 described in a number of pop u lar and scholarly writings.11 General Mu-
sharraf’s desperate attempt to retain full powers, in the quasi- coup of Novem-
ber 2007, and Benazir Bhutto’s assassination in December 2007, paradoxically 
produced a reasonably free and fair election in February 2008,12 in which 
the military’s decision not to interfere was crucial. Aft er the election of May 
2013, “free and fair” with some major blemishes, there was a peaceful hand-
over of government from one party co ali tion to its opposition, the fi rst in 
Pakistan’s history. Th e military has, however, retained its accustomed sphere 
of control over virtually all national security matters and has not relin-
quished its economic enterprises and positions in civilian administrative 
institutions.

Th ere  were fi ve phases in this crisis, linked to each other by the fi gure of 
Chief Justice Chaudhry. Th e fi rst, in which the Supreme Court under his 
leadership demonstrated an unusual activist bent, ended when Musharraf 
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attempted to force Chaudhry’s resignation and then suspended him, in 
March 2007. In the second phase, the lawyers mobilized around the eff ort 
to get the Supreme Court to restore him, which succeeded in July. Th e third 
phase began with the po liti cal bargains struck by Musharraf with the Paki-
stan Peoples Party (PPP) that brought Benazir Bhutto back to Pakistan; the 
Supreme Court’s rulings that allowed Nawaz Sharif to return as head of the 
Pakistan Muslim League— Nawaz (PML- N); and the election of Musharraf 
to the presidency (and his fi nal relinquishing of the offi  ce of Chief of 
Army Staff  ).

Th en, apparently feeling threatened with loss of offi  ce by a possible deci-
sion of the Supreme Court, Musharraf declared a state of emergency, on No-
vember 3, 2007. Th is time he put all the lawyers’ leaders fi rmly into jail for 
three weeks, aft er which they  were put under  house arrest (and released by 
the newly elected government, only in March 2008). A PCO was promul-
gated, and the Chief Justice and others  were replaced. But the December 27 
assassination of Benazir Bhutto shift ed the po liti cal landscape, and Mu-
sharraf ’s allies lost the elections of February 2008.

Th e fourth phase began with the election of 2008, which brought the PPP 
to power. However, reneging on its campaign promise and agreement with 
the opposition PML- N to restore the “PCO judges,” the PPP broke the soli-
darity of the sixty- four Supreme Court and High Court judges who had 
stood by Chaudhry and who had refused to take the oath under the PCO; 
fi ft y- eight judges accepted reappointment without insisting on Chaudhry’s 
reinstatement. In the end, the issue of the restoration of judges was reduced 
to Chaudhry and a few other judges.13 Th e Lawyers’ Movement reemerged, 
threatening a “long march” to Islamabad to force the PPP government to 
fulfi ll its agreement. Th e restoration fi nally happened on March 16, 2009, 
with the decisive pressure to get it done apparently coming from Chief of 
Army Staff  General Ashfaq Pervez Kayani.14

In the fi ft h phase (which ended with the retirement of Chief Justice 
Chaudhry in December 2013), the Supreme Court resumed the judicial ac-
tivism that had apparently provoked General Musharraf in the fi rst place.15 
Major issues revolved around the National Reconciliation Ordinance 
(NRO), declared unconstitutional on December 19, 2009;16 a threatened con-
frontation with Parliament on the power to appoint judges in the Eigh-
teenth Amendment to the Constitution some months later;17 and the revival 
of the NRO case in January 2012. Th e court forced the ouster of Prime Minis-
ter Gilani in June 2012, having held him in contempt for refusing to write a 
letter to the Swiss authorities asking to reinstate corruption charges against 
President Zardari; in November, the new prime minister, Raja Pervez 
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Ashraf, also under the court’s pressure, wrote the letter. Less forcefully, and 
with less obvious results, the court confronted the military in a missing per-
sons case and, judging the petition of Asghar Khan fi led in 1996, ruled that 
the Chief of Army Staff  and the director of the Inter- Services Intelligence 
(ISI) had administered an illegal fund for candidates in the 1990 election 
and recommended their prosecution. In this period, the Supreme Court 
Bar Association elected, albeit in a very close contest, Pakistan’s most prom-
inent human rights lawyer, Asma Jahangir, to be its president for a year’s 
term. Other lawyers engaged in thuggish demonstrations against some 
judges,18 and a few gained notoriety by showering the assassin of Punjab 
governor Salman Taseer with  rose petals in January 2011. Th e lawyers as an 
or ga nized force have continued to lose infl uence. But the importance of the 
judiciary in supporting a continuing democracy in Pakistan seems clear: 
retired judges manned the Election Commission that conducted the na-
tional and provincial elections of May 2013, and three of the four provincial 
caretaker governments in the two months before  were headed by retired 
judges. Th e Supreme Court also actively participated in running the elec-
tion, issuing orders on delimitations, overseas voting, and other matters. 
Since Chief Justice Chaudhry’s retirement in December 2013, however, there 
has been a noticeable decline in the headline- worthy actions of the court.

JUDICIAL ACTIVISM

Th e judicial crisis of 2007 was probably triggered at least in part by Chief 
Justice Chaudhry’s use—or possible overuse—of the court’s suo moto powers 
to rule on the government’s actions. Par tic u lar cases dealt with the privati-
zation of the Pakistan Steel Mills Corporation and the eff ort to force the 
intelligence agencies to produce “missing persons,” mainly from Balu-
chistan.19 Some of the “missing” persons had been turned over to the United 
States as part of Pakistan’s cooperation in the “war on terror,” so the court’s 
actions  were seen by Musharraf to be a challenge to that part of his foreign 
policy.20 According to Ghias, “by expanding the reach of judicial power to 
intelligence agencies, the Chaudhry Court had gone too far. Instead of the 
social control over dissidents and po liti cal opponents, the Court was ex-
panding its power by taking up the pop u lar cause of missing persons.”21 
But, as Ghias notes, “the most signifi cant threat to the Musharraf regime 
came not from what the Court had done, but what it could potentially do in 
the October 2007 presidential election,”22 because the law required former 
government offi  cials to leave their job two years before contesting. In Ghias’s 
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view, the rumors that the court would be prepared to challenge the regime 
on this ground as well was decisive.

It is important to note that once the Chief Justice was restored to offi  ce, 
in July 2007, the court resumed its judicial activism on all these fronts. Some 
of these steps  were far- reaching, direct challenges to Musharraf ’s  regime:

Because of the pressure from the Supreme Court, the regime was forced 
to acknowledge the detention of more missing people and to release them. 
In addition, Chaudhry ordered the regime to release people who  were not 
declared missing but who  were being held without trial. In order to avoid 
appearing before the Supreme Court, the regime even released suspected 
“terrorists” who had been arrested but never charged.23

Crucially, the court blocked the implementation of the NRO that Mu-
sharraf had negotiated with Benazir Bhutto aft er Chief Justice Chaudhry’s res-
toration (“in desperation” according to Ghias).24 As that negotiation was in 
progress, the court decided that Nawaz Sharif was entitled to return to Pa-
kistan, voiding his “agreement” to a 10- year period of exile, and declared the 
government in contempt for putting him on an airplane to Saudi Arabia 
when he landed in Pakistan in September.

Th e court did not rule directly against Musharraf on the issue of the 
 validity of his candidacy for a second term as president in an election held 
before his fi rst term ended, taking advantage of the old electoral college, 
formed by the legislatures elected in the rigged 2002 election, rather than 
wait for a new electoral college to be formed aft er the new elections, then 
scheduled for December. Th e Lawyers’ Movement began protesting the 
court’s inaction, even though it had placed a stay on announcing the elec-
tion results. Th e election that duly took place gave Musharraf his second 
term, but the chance that the court would rule it invalid was very real. As 
Ghias notes, “it was in this context that Musharraf imposed [what was in 
eff ect] martial law.”25

Th e new court of Musharraf- appointed judges lasted beyond the elec-
tions, because the Zardari- led PPP government refused to honor its agree-
ment with the opposition PML- N to restore the deposed judges, who had 
been released in March 2008.26 So there was a gap in the court’s judicial ac-
tivism, and Zardari became the revived Lawyers’ Movement target. Al-
though the PPP had moved to impeach President Musharraf, succeeding in 
getting him to resign in August 2008, its refusal to restore the judges forced 
the PML- N to withdraw from the co ali tion supporting the government. 
Zardari— now president— and the PPP  were able to secure a split in the 
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judges supporting Chaudhry. Further demonstrations by the lawyers ulti-
mately ended with the restoration of the Chief Justice, but only once the re-
placement Chief Justice reached retirement on March 16, 2009, more than a 
year aft er the election.27 Th e “PCO judges”  were fi nally removed by Supreme 
Court order on July 31, 2009, as part of the court’s judgment that the decla-
ration of emergency in November 2007 was unconstitutional. Ayaz Amir 
writes: “What had restored their lordships was not the lawyers’ movement, 
something that had already lost steam. Th ey  were restored by the dynamics 
of the po liti cal pro cess, even the pressure mounted by Nawaz Sharif being 
an aspect of the same pro cess.”28

Th e court soon resumed its activism, inquiring into day- to- day govern-
ment and ordering administrative remedies. It continued to brandish a wide 
range of its suo moto initiatives, holding hearings on the violence in Kara-
chi, in August– September 2011, for example, and investigating the so- called 
Memogate crisis in early 2012. Th e court did not hesitate to intervene when 
it found fault in the arrangements for the May 2013 elections.

Th e court has also actively pushed for judicial reform more generally, 
building on some well- funded initiatives of the previous de cade, which 
in turn drew on the work of judicial commissions in the past. A series of 
judicial conferences— beginning with the International Judicial Conference 
on the fi ft ieth anniversary of the Supreme Court in August 2006, followed 
by four National Judicial Conferences between 2007 and 2011, and then in-
ternational ones in 2012, 2013, and 2014— featured major Pakistani and for-
eign experts, with the pre sen ta tion of papers, speeches, and discussions 
leading to recommendations for reform. Th e Law & Justice Commission of 
Pakistan produced a formal judicial policy in 2009.29

Although “judicial reform” would seem to be an obvious positive step, it 
is, in fact, problematic.30 Th e offi  cial idea, supported in the last de cade by 
large infusions of aid from the Asian Development Bank and others, has 
been to improve the effi  ciency of the courts, through better infrastructure, 
better training, and increased staffi  ng, with improvement mea sured in the 
reduction of the enormous backlog of pending cases.31 Other aspects of 
the system, including improved legal education, have not been touched. 
Although the superior judiciary has reason to see itself as highly qualifi ed, 
the same is probably not true of the lower courts. Ali Dayan Hasan, writing 
about the Aasia Bibi case, notes in  passing:

It is a sobering thought that, in contrast to the two- year training pro-
gramme off ered to civil servants, district judges receive barely a fortnight 
of orientation. Th ese judges are meant to dispense justice without any 



96 | THE DOMESTIC SCENE

training in judicial ethics and conduct, interpretation and application 
of the law, or even the basics of judgment writing. And there are com-
plaints that they lack the staple of a proper judiciary: the capacity to dis-
pense justice devoid of personal prejudice.32

Th e view from Islamabad, however, is quite rosy:

In February 2013, the National Judicial Policy Making Committee 
 observed that aft er application of National Judicial Policy, the district ju-
diciary has decided millions of cases including 95% of Old cases [cases 
instituted before 31  December 2008]. Th is per for mance of judiciary has 
enhanced the confi dence of general public in judiciary as well as in the 
formal justice system. Th e Committee observed that the results of Policy 
are quite encouraging, the Courts have by and large achieved the targets 
and the shortcoming, if any, is primarily on account of per sis tent short-
age of required number of judges and defi cient infrastructure.33

But others see “judicial reform” as following from the empowerment of 
the citizenry, both at the grassroots level and in Parliament, which would 
need to reform a system where the virtual monopoly of the power to appoint 
and promote judges has been taken by the Supreme Court. Yet others would 
see a “reform” as removing or at least reducing the power of the parallel 
Islamic law court system that was inserted into the Constitution by Zia ul 
Haq’s military regime. Th e not insignifi cant constituency for that system, 
however, might see a “reform” as indicating the fulfi llment of the promise 
of making Pakistan fully “Islamic,” and thus giving the shariat court system 
more power than it now has. Th e increase in judicial activism, including, in 
par tic u lar, the emergence of public interest litigation in the mid-1980s, and 
within that the now routine use of suo moto powers, is seen by some as the 
essence of reform but by others as the emergence of a new antidemo cratic 
claim on po liti cal power.34 It thus remains unclear whether the existing 
formal legal system— particularly the superior judiciary and its attached bar 
associations— are the problem or the solution, when it comes to establishing a 
just po liti cal and social order. Aft er all, as Siddique argues, “Th e pro- status- 
quo stance can and does indeed manifest in at times re sis tance and hostility 
to not just reforms that make the legal system simpler, transparent and more 
intelligible to the layperson, but also to any reforms that promote ideas of 
and mechanisms for professional accountability of judges and lawyers.”35

Th e Supreme Court has made use of its suo moto powers since at least 
1990, to deal with a wide range of issues, from the famous Mukhtaran Mai 
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rape case, to the cutting down of trees along a canal in Lahore. In the use of 
suo moto jurisdiction, the superior courts “[free] themselves entirely from 
the requirements of ‘petitioners’ or ‘aggrieved persons’ and . . .  are not bound 
by any procedural limitations. Th e objective to provide justice to all becomes 
the driving force of the proceedings.”36 Most signifi cant, perhaps, is that the 
judges adopt an inquisitorial rather than an adversarial method, summoning 
government offi  cers and others to court to answer the judges’ questions. Th e 
Chaudhry court in its use of suo moto powers was thus not exceptional; 
what may have changed was the vastly increased activity of the electronic 
media (with fi lm clips of violent encounters, for example), which seem-
ingly has increased the speed with which those powers are called into play.

Some have criticized the extent to which suo moto interventions have oc-
curred,37 including the implication that the court— whose pre de ces sor, PPP 
supporters feel, was guilty of the “judicial murder” of Zulifqar Ali Bhutto in 
1979—is motivated as much by po liti cal antagonism as by a sense of justice.38 
Although these suo moto cases do grab attention, there are not that many 
of them: in the 2008–2012 period, there  were eighty- six, with thirty- three 
pending as of March 2013.39 Still, the critics argue, the court is in eff ect send-
ing a signal that fi ling a case in the normal way and waiting in the queue for 
it to be decided is a second- best way of getting justice. Conversely, there are 
clearly some suo moto cases that have been taken up as a way for the court 
to consider much larger issues than resolving the immediate problem. But 
because the entire pro cess of going up the ladder of courts, giving time for 
arguments on both sides of the issue to mature, is short- circuited by the di-
rect access to the Supreme Court, in the form of a bench selected by the 
Chief Justice (who, in many of these cases, selects himself ), the long- term 
eff ects of the court’s decisions are more likely to be uncertain and perhaps 
unfortunate.40

JUDICIAL IN DE PEN DENCE AND THE SEPARATION OF POWERS

Judicial activism is perhaps one way in which the judiciary has carved out a 
more in de pen dent role than was anticipated when the Constitution was 
written. But there is a fi rm constitutional mandate for judicial in de pen-
dence, requiring the insulation of the judiciary from fi nancial or adminis-
trative dependence on the government.41 With the Al- Jehad Trust case of 
1996 and the passage of the Eigh teenth and Nineteenth Amendments, the 
Supreme Court has cemented its ability to strongly infl uence or even deter-
mine the appointment of the higher judiciary.42 Th e court can also use its 
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power to punish for contempt of court to force the government to obey its 
directives.43

Judicial in de pen dence does not translate automatically into the power to 
act autonomously. For example, it is not clear just how the court would get 
its orders enforced against opposition. When the court seemed poised to 
declare the Eigh teenth Amendment unconstitutional, Najam Sethi sug-
gested what might happen in the extreme (and unlikely) case of an explicit 
government- court confrontation: “Th e crunch will come if and when the SC 
[Supreme Court] orders the army to drag the [prime minister] to court or 
compel him to obey the court’s orders. If the army obeys the court instead 
of the legally elected government as enjoined by the constitution, it will be 
nothing short of an unpre ce dented ‘judicial coup.’ If it defers to the govern-
ment, the SC will have egg on its face and be stripped of all legitimacy.” 44

Khaled Ahmed used no less colorful language: “And if the army removes 
the PPP government—it is known that it is as unhappy with the government 
as the Supreme Court— then it would be time for Justice Chaudhry to either 
take a stand against the army or eat his words and join the gallery of dis-
honour of his pre de ces sors.” 45 In the event, the Supreme Court, aft er exten-
sive hearings, dismissed Prime Minister Gilani (on June 19, 2012), aft er he 
had been declared in contempt of court for refusing to obey the court’s or-
der to reopen the corruption case against President Zardari relating to his 
Swiss bank accounts. Gilani accepted the decision and stepped down, and a 
new prime minister was appointed, who at fi rst refused to “write the letter” 
to the Swiss government but aft er being threatened with dismissal in turn 
did so, in October 2012.46 In February 2013, the Swiss government replied to 
say that the cases could not be reopened.

Th e court has now clearly rejected a “basic structure” argument to jus-
tify its actions vis- à- vis Parliament and Parliament’s executive.47 Th e lan-
guage of the 1973 Constitution (clause 6 of article 239) would seem to be 
crystal clear: “For the removal of doubt, it is hereby declared that there is no 
limitation what ever on the power of the Majlis- e- Shoora (Parliament) to 
amend any of the provisions of the Constitution.” Th is would follow from 
the sovereignty of the people, as represented in Parliament.48 Justice Dorab 
Patel (who had refused to swear allegiance to Zia’s PCO in 1981), writing in the 
mid-1990s in his posthumously published memoir, remarks, “It is clear that 
the [fi rst] Constituent Assembly did not want to alter the basic structure of 
a demo cratic Constitution by conferring legislative powers on the superior 
Courts.” 49 Th is point is made in Patel’s discussion of Hakim Khan v. the 
Government of Pakistan (1992), in which the Supreme Court affi  rmed Zia ul 
Haq’s shift ing of the Objectives Resolution from the preamble to the Con-
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stitution (where it served to guide Constitution making so that nothing in 
the Constitution or subsequent legislation would be in confl ict with Islam) 
to being part of article 2(A). Patel says that this did not make the Objectives 
Resolution into a “supra- constitutional provision.” 50

Robinson discusses decisions in 1997 and 1998 that seem contradictory, 
noting that “the Court has leaned both ways, at times professing a basic 
structure doctrine while at other times eschewing it. It has yet to be seen 
whether the Court will ultimately solidify or discard this doctrine.”51 In its 
judgment on petitions challenging the Seventeenth Amendment (2005), the 
fi ve- member bench of the court, which included Justice Chaudhry,  ruled:

Th e superior courts of this country have consistently acknowledged that 
while there may be a basic structure to the Constitution, and while there 
may also be limitations on the power of Parliament to make amendments 
to such basic structure, such limitations are to be exercised and enforced 
not by the judiciary (as in the case of confl ict between a statute and 
Article 8), but by the body politic, i.e., the people of Pakistan. In this con-
text, it may be noted that while Sajjad Ali Shah, C.J., observed that “there 
is a basic structure of the Constitution which may not be amended by 
Parliament,” he nowhere observes that the power to strike down off end-
ing amendments to the Constitution can be exercised by the superior 
judiciary.52

Maryam Khan, making reference to the same judgment, concluded that “if 
there  were any residual doubts about whether Pakistani constitutional dis-
course could still accommodate the ‘basic structure doctrine,’ they  were cat-
egorically put to rest in the strong language of the recent Lawyers’ Forum 
case.”53

Patel’s discussion, however, draws our attention to another alternative 
to the untrammeled sovereignty of the people as expressed in the basic 
structure of the Constitution: the sovereignty of Allah, which must be exer-
cised through certain individuals or groups. It does not seem that the issue 
of which organ of state or set of people could legitimately determine what 
Allah’s sovereignty entails has been resolved.54 Th ere was certainly signifi cant 
support for some kind of formal ac cep tance not just a system of law compati-
ble with traditional Islamic law but rather for a precise set of statutes— 
though the learned in Islam did not agree on what those would be— that 
should be made part of Pakistani law. With the introduction of certain fea-
tures of Islamic law in 1979 and the creation of the Federal Shariat Court in 
1980 by General Zia, this perspective gained an institutional foothold.55
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Th is view of the place of Islam in the judicial system is not necessarily 
ideological. A version was presented by Justice A. R. Cornelius, one of Paki-
stan’s most esteemed judges, who served on the Supreme Court from 1953 
to 1968, the last eight years as Chief Justice. Lombardi notes that “deeply 
frustrated by the judiciary’s inability (or unwillingness) to assert the power 
to protect fundamental rights, . . .  [Cornelius] proposed the systematic Is-
lamisation of the Pakistan legal system.”56 According to Lombardi, Corne-
lius believed that fundamental rights could be secured only if the people’s 
desire to have Pakistani law made consistent with Islamic law could be met, 
albeit with the judiciary acting to shape laws appropriately.57 As Martin Lau 
(2006)  notes:

Th e judicial appropriation of Islam and its integration into the vocabulary 
of courts was a conscious pro cess aimed not only at the fulfi llment of a 
general desire to indigenise and Islamise the legal system aft er the end 
of colonial rule, but it was also a way of enhancing judicial power and 
in de pen dence. Th e Islamisation of law did, perhaps ironically, not only 
predate Zia- ul- Haq’s regime, but was used to challenge him.58

Lombardi extends the argument: Lau’s study provides evidence to support 
Cornelius’s hypothesis that the public would respect a liberal interpretation 
of Islamic law developed by judges and that this could be used to empower 
the judiciary vis- à- vis the executive. Indeed, it might protect natural rights 
not only from predatory secular powers but from illiberal and autocratic 
Islamic powers.59

Lombardi provocatively wonders whether democracy promotion might 
well turn out to require Islamization, albeit “a certain kind of Islamization.”60 
Maryam Khan, however, claims that the court has struck down attempts 
to use “Islam as the constitutional ‘grundnorm’ for a ‘basic structures 
doctrine.’ ” 61 Th e power of the judiciary vis- à- vis the other institutions of 
the state thus must be based on a legitimacy that has been established 
po liti cally.

THE JUDICIARY AS A PO LITI CAL ACTOR

Th e Chief Justice, by his unpre ce dented and courageous refusal to bow to 
the “necessity” of obeying the military ruler, and supported by the Lawyers’ 
Movement, apparently made the judiciary even more securely in de pen dent 
of the executive. Although the court and others speak of a “separation of 
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powers” in the classic “executive, legislative, judicial” form, those powers do 
not reside in separate institutions of the state dedicated to each one.62 Rather, 
there now appears to be three relatively autonomous branches of the Pakistan 
state: Parliament (and its executive, “the government”), the military, and 
the judiciary.63 Th e sovereignty claim of the people was triumphantly re-
vived in the largely free and fair parliamentary elections of 2008 and 2013, 
but the vehement opposition of the military to the “civilian control” provi-
sions of the Kerry- Lugar- Berman Act is a vivid indication that it sees that 
claim as limited.64 Th e Supreme Court has claimed the power of judicial re-
view not just over laws but also over constitutional amendments on proce-
dural grounds. Its implied claim to evaluate substantive constitutionality in 
its interim order on the constitutionality of the Eigh teenth Amendment was 
perhaps simply a bargaining chip; it did result in getting Parliament to meet 
its objections, in the Nineteenth Amendment. A diff erent set of court rul-
ings prompted the Twentieth Amendment in February 2012.

None of these branches of the state are fully unifi ed, as they seek to exer-
cise power vis- à- vis the others. Th ey all exist at local, provincial, and cen-
tral levels, with complicated relationships of supervision and accountability 
across and within those levels. Th e government of the day, supported by a 
sometimes shift ing majority of Parliament, oft en has to struggle with its 
nominal “servants,” a bureaucracy that sees itself with a right to rule, to get 
things done. Th e military, with the army preeminent, has signifi cant sub-
units, such as the ISI. Th e separation of the judiciary from the executive was 
mandated in the 1973 Constitution for four years aft er it came into force but 
was fully accomplished only in 2009 for the lower courts.65

Chief Justice Chaudhry clearly saw the judiciary as the fi rst among equal 
branches of the  state:

I feel privileged that the Pakistani judicial system is the strongest backer 
of democracy which enjoys full confi dence and faith of legal fraternity, 
other institutions as well as public at large. In recent years, the judiciary 
as the third pillar of [the Pakistan] State has successfully emerged as a sav-
ior and a protector of constitutional supremacy and fundamental rights.66

In 2008, the Chief Justice seemed to present an expansive view of the power 
of the  judiciary:

It is not the province of the courts to step into areas that are exclusively 
within the domain of the Executive or the Parliament. But, if these two 
institutions remain indiff erent to the duties entrusted to them under the 
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Constitution; or if they have acted contrary to the principles enshrined 
therein; or if their acts discriminate between the rich and the poor, or on 
religious, class, regional, or ethnic grounds; then judges are called upon 
by the Constitution, their oath and their offi  ce to act.67

It is hard to imagine a government so perfect that it acts entirely without 
discrimination; so this statement seems to give the court the right to inter-
vene almost routinely. And the interim judgment on the Eigh teenth Amend-
ment case implies that Parliament and parliamentarians cannot be exempted 
from judicial scrutiny by installing a feeble and timid judiciary in the name 
of the sovereignty of Parliament. Both Parliament and the executive must 
be restrained and kept within the boundaries of the rule of law.68

It might be that the Chief Justice is using “the Executive” to refer to the 
president, who was at the time in fact in de pen dent of Parliament but 
has now, with the Eigh teenth Amendment, been returned to the status of 
a virtually powerless (though not a “fi gurehead”) head of state. As it hap-
pens, President Zardari, as the head of the ruling party, was very much 
the de facto leader of “the Executive.” Indeed, the Lahore High Court or-
dered the president to relinquish his party offi  ce; a year later (in March 2013), 
facing a contempt charge, the president complied. Th e president elected 
aft er the 2013 election, Mamnoon Hussain, has no such alternate base of 
power. Th e Supreme Court’s claim to some power over the executive— 
prime minister and president— can be seen in its eff orts to get its orders in 
the NRO case obeyed, despite the president’s constitutional immunity from 
court proceedings.

Th ere is no indication that the military has yielded any ground to the ju-
diciary’s attempts to bring retired army offi  cers, let alone serving ones, into 
a rule of law arena presided over by the Supreme Court.69 Indeed, the indi-
cations are in the other direction— toward the army’s implicit (or perhaps 
behind- the- scenes) refusal to let that happen. Th e protection off ered to Gen-
eral Musharraf on his return to Pakistan in April 2013 to fi ght the elections, 
which got him out of the courtroom when the judge ordered his arrest, and 
the veiled warnings against “humiliating” him suggest that the military has 
not yielded much. Among many others, the return to the back burner of the 
Asghar Khan case and the “missing persons” cases, in which military intel-
ligence was implicated, indicate that when it comes to the army, the court 
has been frank in its strictures, but the judicial system has not produced 
arrests and convictions of soldiers. True, those strictures can be impressive: 
the Chief Justice, in open court, told the ISI and Military Intelligence: 
“You’re an arsonist. You have set Balochistan on fi re,” and, according to a 
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news report, “said that the agencies have become ‘insensitive’ to the issues 
and referred [to] them as the ‘biggest violators’ of the country’s law and 
order.” 70

It remains to be seen whether the court can enforce its decisions against 
the will of Parliament or the preferences of the military. In the past, the 
courts have acquiesced in the seizure of power, including the power of a mil-
itary dictator to rewrite the Constitution in its entirety. Although they may 
have at times added stipulations to their approval of a government takeover— 
for example, requiring General Musharraf to hold elections within three 
years— and though a few judges have refused to swear allegiance to a PCO, 
on the  whole they have demonstrated their lack of power.71 Th e “rule of law” 
crisis of 2007–2009 seemed to change that, as the court, drawing on the 
enthusiastic and eff ective base of support of the lawyers in par tic u lar, 
strengthened its legitimacy immeasurably, in both senses of that word— that 
is, a great deal but in ways that are hard, if not impossible, to judge.

However, as Khaled Ahmed has pointed out, the judiciary has feet of 
clay,72 and the lawyers lack  legitimacy:

Before Musharraf got rid of him, the Chief Justice had piled up thousands 
of suo moto cases which satisfi ed his sense of justice as the civil servants 
began to be routinely humiliated by him in the Court. He had no idea that 
an “over- correction” was going to be the result of this in the long run and 
that not even justice can be administered without realism. . . .  Th e lawyers 
meanwhile have showcased the muscle they have acquired during their 
long marches. Th ey thrash the police whenever they can; they have 
thrashed the journalists trying to show their violence on TV. . . .  Th eir 
ability to cow the judges into submission threatens to make them a threat 
to society.

With its success in getting its way on the question of appointments, the 
Supreme Court, if not the judiciary in general, has clearly carved out a pow-
erful constitutional space for itself and probably no longer needs the support 
of the lawyers.

It remains, however, very much a po liti cal actor, and not necessarily a 
benign one, as the eminent lawyer Muneer Malik notes: “In the long run this 
is a very dangerous trend. Th e judges are not elected representatives of the 
people and they are arrogating power to themselves as if they are the only 
sanctimonious institution in the country. All dictators fall prey to this 
psyche— that only we are clean, and capable of doing the right thing.”73 Th e 
other major component of the movement was indeed the lawyers— from 
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whom all superior court judges are ultimately selected, it should not be 
forgotten74— and there is some question of their integrity and the value of 
their po liti cal role.75 Lawyers in Pakistan are not in a particularly enviable 
position. Th e various proposals for legal reform76 have included recommen-
dations for the improvement of legal education and by implication have 
endorsed the idea that the vast number of practicing lawyers include both 
a small number of very skilled, honest, and impressive practitioners— 
including those who become judges of the superior courts— and a small 
number of corrupt and/or violent and/or incompetent lawyers who practice 
in (and around) the lower courts. Th e most vivid recent example occurred 
when the assassin of Punjab governor Salman Taseer was brought to court 
and was showered with  rose petals by some lawyers.77 It is likely that those 
par tic u lar lawyers condoning the murder of Taseer represented only a very 
small minority of Pakistan’s 90,000 lawyers,78 if we can judge from the ap-
parent enthusiasm for the rule of law expressed by the comparatively vast 
number of lawyers who turned out all over the country to mob Chief Justice 
Chaudhry’s motorcade in the fi rst phase of the Lawyers’ Movement.79

Judging from their appearances in public, from the Lawyers’ Movement 
to rowdy incidents, lawyers are— more than the average— keen participants 
in politics. Th ey are not, however, a major presence in the National Assem-
bly: in the Assembly elected in 2008, lawyers comprised only twenty of the 
223 Members of the National Assembly (MNAs) who noted their occupa-
tion, in one compilation.80 As an or ga nized profession, however, they are 
very powerful. If enhancing the rule of law is to be the foundation for a new 
po liti cal movement toward a genuine democracy in Pakistan, then the mass 
of lawyers who  were mobilized by the challenge Chief Justice Chaudhry 
posed to General Musharraf are unlikely to provide much help if there is 
no comparable crisis.

Chief Justice Chaudhry could not claim a legitimate explicitly po liti cal 
role, and aft er his retirement in December 2013, he has receded into relative 
obscurity, without much apparent po liti cal infl uence.81 He may have at-
tracted a cohort of like- minded judges, considering the proportion of judges 
who refused to swear (or  were barred from swearing) an oath to the PCO of 
2007, compared with the proportion who did so in 1999, and it is notable 
that the decisions of the Supreme Court under his direction had few, if any, 
dissenting votes. Columnist and lawyer Saroop Ijaz, with bitter sarcasm, 
makes the  point:

Th e Supreme Court is no longer just an ordinary court of law; it is a court 
of Justice, a modern day incarnation of the Solomonic ideal, almost a reli-
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gious/mystical experience. . . .  Great minds, we have been told, think alike. 
Th e unity of opinion among My Lords is unpre ce dented in legal history. 
Not one major instance of dissent by one judge immediately comes to 
mind (the sole notable exception being the Mukhtaran Mai case). Hence, 
the whining that My Lords restrict themselves to the letter of the law,  etc. 
should stop and we should just be grateful for the wisdom imparted.82

Chief Justice Chaudhry’s successor, Tassaduq Hussain Jillani, inaugurat-
ing the International Judicial Conference in April 2013, made a vigorous 
statement in support of judicial activism.83 But the tradition that a judge 
must be seen to be above the po liti cal fray, which Chief Justice Chaudhry 
followed at the height of the Lawyers’ Movement, will continue to hold. It 
is hard to imagine even an activist and committed judiciary acting as the 
explicit po liti cal leaders of a po liti cally powerful body of lawyers.

Some judges and lawyers, while accepting the idea of demo cratically em-
powered leaders, seem to have a very harsh view of actually existing politi-
cians and government offi  cials. In the words of one prominent  lawyer:

Th e large body of ignorant and semi- educated elected representatives of 
questionable credentials . . .  are least qualifi ed to have the last word on any 
subject. . . .  We do not need power hungry po liti cal leaders. Th e country 
should be run by a team of good, clean and effi  cient administrators . . .  
[plus] a strong, able and effi  cient judiciary with no clogs on its power or 
jurisdiction to administer justice.84

When he was president of the Sindh High Court Bar Association, Muneer 
Malik, later a major fi gure in the 2007–2009 Lawyers’ Movement, was part 
of a lawyers’ agitation against President General Musharraf ’s Legal Frame-
work Order of October 2002, a challenge that included a “long march” of a 
cavalcade of hundreds of cars converging on Islamabad from Lahore and 
other cities.85 In essays published in Dawn in May 2007, he clearly favors a 
demo cratic politics and casts no aspersions on the po liti cal parties.86 But in 
a speech to a seminar on the “separation of powers” in that same month, 
he notes approvingly the “oft - quoted judgment” of Justice Saleem Akhtar 
in the Sharaf Faridi case, which reads, “In a set-up where the Constitution is 
based on trichotomy of powers, the Judiciary enjoys a unique and supreme 
position within the framework of the Constitution as it creates balance 
amongst the various organs of the State and also checks the excessive and 
arbitrary exercise of power by the Executive and the Legislature.”87 Th is im-
plied claim to legitimacy of a “juristocracy” is clearly limited.88
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CONCLUSION

Th e delicate balance of securing judicial in de pen dence while avoiding the 
danger of the judiciary emerging as an unchecked force is something every 
po liti cal system, and particularly democracies, must attempt. As Helmke 
and Rosenbluth note, “If there is any concept of modern governance that 
enjoys more widespread admiration even than democracy, it is judicial in-
de pen dence.”89 But they discuss the wide diff erences in what might be called 
styles of judicial in de pen dence. Th ey conclude, among other things, that 
“even in democracies with a system of separation of powers, the judiciary is 
only as in de pen dent as the po liti cal branches are unable to agree; and, par-
tisan diff erences notwithstanding, judiciaries tend to refl ect culturally dom-
inant world views.”90 Quantitative mea sures of “judicial in de pen dence” are 
(so far) not persuasive,91 so examining carefully how judicial in de pen dence, 
autonomy, and power appear in a place like Pakistan is important.

In Pakistan, the formal power of the judiciary is limited by Parliament’s 
right to amend the Constitution, but the Supreme Court has successfully 
challenged Parliament on the issue of judicial appointment (and dismissal), 
in its threat to declare the Eigh teenth Amendment unconstitutional unless 
it was amended to provide for the Supreme Court itself having the fi nal 
say in these matters. Parliament duly passed the Nineteenth Amendment, 
following the court’s guidelines, and although the court has not issued its 
fi nal ruling on the matter, it seems that it was satisfi ed.92 Feisal Naqvi defends 
this  step:

Th e appointment of judges and the fundamental right of access to justice 
are inextricably interlinked. Th e judiciaries of Pakistan and India decided 
long ago that they could not meaningfully protect their in de pen dence 
without the ability to ultimately control the pro cess of the appointment of 
judges. Th ere are those who stick to a doctrinaire assertion of parliamen-
tary superiority in this context, but overall, their ranks are few. Instead, 
the reaction over the past 15- odd years to the Al Jehad case (and its Indian 
equivalent, the AOR Association case) has largely been favourable. Given 
that fundamental perspective, the current decision by the Supreme Court 
should be seen not as a power grab but as a refusal to allow the dilution of 
one of the fundamental pillars of judicial in de pen dence.93

Is the judiciary, then, the institution of the state that can ultimately “save” 
Pakistan from its seeming po liti cal stagnation, from the danger of another 
military takeover, or a destabilization by Islamic extremist forces, or other 
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dangers to the country? Th e journalist Eijaz Haider poses the questions that 
would  follow:

Could the judiciary, no matter how powerful, address the problems of a 
country? Could law be applied in a vacuum, in disregard to the po liti cal, 
social and other realities? Could such narrow application of law go beyond 
the terms of a par tic u lar case and expand to embrace the bigger picture? 
In other words, should the brilliance of tactics be confused with the un-
certainties that inform strategy and its patient application? . . .  But let it 
be said that what the judiciary is doing, despite the judges’ honourable 
intentions and without any reference to the specifi cs, is unlikely to re-
dound either to their advantage or that of this troubled and troubling 
democracy.94

Or as Osama Siddique, a law professor, puts  it:

Constitutional norms and rules can only survive and thrive if the public 
reposes its faith and support to them. Hence the big risk in opposing the 
work of the Constitutional Committee in the name of judicial in de pen-
dence. “Judicial autocracy” and “judicial tyranny” are well understood 
concepts in international jurisprudence. As indeed are the “doctrine of 
po liti cal question,” and also the concepts of “judicial minimalism,” and 
“judicial restraint.” Th ey all stem from the idea that an unaccountable 
judiciary can crowd out demo cratic space, stultify demo cratic evolution, 
have its fi ngers burnt and get dubbed as po liti cally partisan.95

Lawyer and columnist Faisal Siddiqi, writing about the crisis concerning 
the court’s attempts to get its orders in the NRO case implemented, says: 
“Th is order signifi es a possible transition from a judicially activist court to 
one that follows the jurisprudence of a legal empire. Th is new jurisprudence 
signifi es that it is the [Supreme Court] which will determine what an hon-
est/ameen [trustworthy, faithful, observant] demo cratic system should look 
like.”96

Let us assume that the Supreme Court’s claim to defi ne and enforce the 
in de pen dence of the judiciary is, at a minimum, accepted by Parliament, 
even though the question of how orders of the court are to be enforced 
against the executive or other organs of the state is still open. Th is is not 
simply a matter of constitutional law, which is far from settled, but of po liti-
cal power. In eff ect, there are now fi ve relatively autonomous organs of the 
state (whether they are usefully grouped into three “branches” with “separate 
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powers” remains unclear): Parliament, the presidency, the judiciary, the bu-
reaucracy, and the military. With the passage of the Twentieth Amendment 
in February 2012, the Election Commission may emerge as a sixth. It is 
worthy of note, however, that the Election Commission consists of retired 
judges; Mohammad Waseem calls it the “second domain of the judiciary.”97 
Th e caretaker government, appointed in March 2013 to serve until the May 
election produced a new Parliament, was headed by a prime minister who 
is an eighty- four- year- old retired judge, and four of the fi ve caretaker chief 
ministers in the provinces  were also retired judges.

In order for democracy in Pakistan to be put on a fi rm footing, in my 
view, the tug- of- war between the Parliament and the presidency on the one 
side and the bureaucracy and the military on the other has to be “won” by 
the former.98 Th e referee of this struggle would ordinarily be the judiciary, 
but the judiciary has clearly succumbed to the temptation to join in the 
struggle as a participant. For example, Chief Justice Chaudhry, in the course 
of the suo moto hearings on the violence in Karachi, remarked: “Th ose who 
impose martial law begin by saying ‘my dear country men’ and then play 
havoc with the country. Whenever martial law was imposed the deteriorat-
ing law and order situation was made its basis. We have blocked the way. We 
have to improve the law and order situation on our own.”99 Organizations 
of civil society— such as the lawyers or ga nized into bar associations— act as 
supporters in reserve.

Th ere are also, of course, informal divisions within each of the major 
players. If everyone in a given institution pulls in the same direction, as it 
were— agreeing on policy and tactics— the more institutions are aligned with 
each other, the greater the strength of that “team.” If government and opposi-
tion are united— when it comes to controlling the bureaucracy and military— 
then the “fl ag” of crucial decisions would be pulled closer to them than 
if they are disunited; there should not be perceptions of a “disloyal” opposi-
tion or an “illegitimate” majority party.100

In a spring 2014 public opinion survey, the military had the most public 
support by far, followed by the “national government,” with the “court sys-
tem” far behind.101 Th e army seems unwilling to play its usual deus ex 
machina role, and it is not clear that the judiciary has the capacity to be its 
substitute. Th e lawyers have subsided in their activism and no longer look 
like the acceptable face of a middle class– centered, civil society– led trans-
formation of the polity. In one compilation of scenarios for Pakistan, we fi nd 
a judgment that “the judiciary and the legal profession barely qualify as 
major factors in shaping Pakistan’s future. . . .  Th e idea of the law as supreme 
is not generally respected in a country where force and coercion play major 
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roles.”102 Th e Supreme Court, however, has had very strong support for 
what it is doing: in a 2012 Gilani Poll/Gallup Pakistan survey, 62 percent of 
respondents agreed that the court was acting “within its mandate” (up from 
57 percent two years before).103 It is still possible that the judiciary may 
fi gure out how it can get the contestants in the tug- of- war to follow the rules 
that it has shaped to a considerable extent and so play a not insignifi cant 
part, at least, in putting Pakistan on the road to an eff ective and genuinely 
demo cratic government.
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The rise of the Pakistani Taliban has not happened overnight. It is the 
product of the ideological dependence of Pakistan on religion since 
Partition, of the deliberate marginalization of the Federally Adminis-

tered Tribal Areas (FATA), and of the instrumentalization of Islam by the 
state as a counterweight to the internal threat of Pashtun nationalism in 
the 1980s. Last but not least, in the FATA, the insurgency is also the conse-
quence of per sis tent confl ict across the border in Af ghan i stan.1

External factors— beyond the Afghan factor— are emphasized in studies 
dealing with the FATA. Th ey played a role in the insurgency, but the local 
dynamics should be taken into account. Th e old system, which denied 
people social and po liti cal rights, was already dysfunctional before 9/11 
and the U.S. intervention in Af ghan i stan acted as a catalyst for those who 
had long- standing grievances.

Th is chapter attempts to analyze the dynamics of Talibanization in the 
FATA with a focus on the socioeconomic factors. It begins by outlining 
the changes that have occurred in the last four de cades in the social struc-
ture of the FATA and examines the impact of labor migration, of the Af-
ghan war of the 1980s, and of the collapse of the Taliban regime in Af ghan-
i stan. Th e focus then shift s to the emergence of the Taliban, describing how 
the Taliban exploited the grievances of the tribal population to carve out 
enclaves of alternative power, and tries to identify the main socioeconomic 
drivers of militancy in the FATA. It then analyzes the issue of population 
displacement and its consequences. Finally, it describes the steps that 
should be taken to address the situation.

CHAPTER 4

TURMOIL IN THE FRONTIER

Mariam Abou Zahab
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THE FATA SEEN AS FROZEN IN TIME

Since Partition, the Pakistani state has maintained in the FATA a colonial 
system based on patronage of a few maliks— tribal elders who, since the 
colonial era,  were the mediators between their tribe and the po liti cal agent 
and who allied themselves with the administration to pursue personal 
interests.2 Th e system of allowances and subsidies survived aft er the British 
left .3 Th e failure to integrate the FATA has been driven by the desire to use 
this territory as a geostrategic space to infl uence events in Af ghan i stan. To 
justify the isolation of the area oft en referred to as ilaqa ghair (foreign 
land)— part of Pakistan and at the same time apart from Pakistan as if the 
real Pakistan stopped at the left  bank of the Indus— and the continuation of 
colonial legal and administrative structures, a narrative drawing on colo-
nial literature has been developed. Pashtun tribal identity is described as 
unchanging, frozen in time. Tribal Pashtuns are portrayed as inward- 
looking, living in self- imposed social and cultural isolation, opposed to in-
tegration, which is seen as a threat to their identity, and opposed to modern 
education, especially for girls. As Robert Nichols has demonstrated,4 Pashtuns 
have never been an insular community; they have a tradition of circulating 
through the Indian subcontinent and as far as Australia in the colonial era, 
looking for opportunities, and their identity has always been fl uid.

SOCIAL CHANGE WITHOUT PO LITI CAL EMPOWERMENT

Pashtun tribal society has changed rapidly in the FATA over the last 40 years, 
starting with tribals migrating to Karachi and the Gulf in the late 1960s and 
the 1970s. Th e Dubai chalo phenomenon attracted many young tribals, par-
ticularly from North and South Waziristan.5 Members of minor lineages 
generated new wealth,6 which challenged the social hierarchy. Th en, in the 
1980s, the rise of smuggling and the tremendous infl ow of remittances fur-
ther increased wealth in the emerging lower middle classes— predominantly 
the disadvantaged and traditionally subordinate segments of the rural 
society.7 New inequalities based on wealth developed, which completely 
changed the social hierarchy and the dependence on land as the greatest 
source of power.

In the 1970s, Zulfi qar Ali Bhutto initiated development projects in the 
FATA in the context of his rivalry with the National Awami Party. But in 
the absence of po liti cal reforms, the main benefi ciaries of these projects  were 
the maliks (as contractors) and their children,8 and the sense of alienation 
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of the common people only grew deeper. Bhutto also facilitated the issuance 
of passports, which had far- reaching socioeconomic and po liti cal implica-
tions for the FATA.

One of the impacts of the Afghan jihad of the 1980s on the FATA was the 
increase in religious institutions where a  whole generation was socialized in 
radical Islam in the madrasahs and along Afghan mujahideen. Th e rupture 
of tradition was caused by the import of the Islamist ideology in the 1980s. 
Th e Islamization of the Pashtuns was the fallout of the Afghan jihad; used 
to fi ght the internal threat of Pashtun nationalism, Islam became a politics 
of identity. General Zia ul Haq did not realize the impact it would have on 
traditional power structures. Th e breakdown of tribal authority began during 
the Afghan jihad when the agencies marginalized the maliks and used 
mullahs to unite the tribes against the USSR. Religious groups  were empow-
ered and became autonomous as the writ of the Pakistani state was in eff ec-
tive in the FATA.

Th e pattern of politics was changed by the introduction in 1996 of uni-
versal adult franchise in the FATA. A total of 298 candidates stood for the 
eight National Assembly seats; elections  were, however, held on a nonparty 
basis. Adult franchise was a long- standing demand of the young educated 
tribals and the emerging business elite. Th e participation of the tribals in 
elections further eroded the power and authority of the maliks,9 as clerics, 
mostly linked to the Jamiat- e Ulama- e Islam (JUI),  were elected and  were 
thus able to transform their religious authority into po liti cal power.

Pashtun tribal society considered as classless and egalitarian has gradually 
changed into a class society with new social and po liti cal players challeng-
ing the tribal elite. Four categories  were identifi ed in a World Bank report:10 
fi rst, the traditional leaders (landowning elders and maliks), who are allied 
with the administration to pursue their own interests and have been the 
sole recipients of the system, supporting the status quo; second, the new 
rich11 (traders, contractors, timber merchants, transporters, drug/arms 
traffi  ckers), who are the main benefi ciaries of the war economy; third, the 
educated and professionals (doctors, teachers, engineers, journalists, students, 
nongovernmental or ga ni za tion employees, active and retired members of 
the military and the bureaucracy), who oppose the status quo and are the 
agents of social change; and fourth, the common people (farmers, share-
croppers, landless peasants, artisans, workers in the transport sector, un-
employed youth), who have no civil and po liti cal rights and are dissatisfi ed 
with the existing setup. A fi ft h category should be added: migrants settled 
in Karachi and in the Gulf who, just like the educated and professionals, 
oppose the status quo and could be agents of social change.
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THE EMERGENCE OF THE PAKISTANI TALIBAN

Many young tribals who  were unemployed joined the Taliban in Af ghan i-
stan from 1996 and fought against the Northern Alliance. Th ey built links 
with the Afghan Taliban and foreign fi ghters to whom they provided safe 
passage and support aft er 9/11. Maliks and elders did not support the Afghan 
Taliban because the latter embodied the revenge of the young and the rural 
poor on the khans (landholders).

Aft er the arrival of Al Qaeda in the FATA at the end of 2001, “tribal entre-
preneurs” discovered the lucrative business of harboring foreign militants, 
which became a source of extra money.12 Charismatic young men understood 
the change in po liti cal opportunities and used their jihadi credentials and 
their access to resources to compensate for their youth and their lack of 
tribal and religious legitimacy, and they fi lled the power vacuum.

Generalizations about the Pakistani Taliban act as smoke screens: the 
FATA is not a single entity, the reality is highly complex, and each agency 
has its characteristics and dynamics and a unique set of po liti cal and ideo-
logical drivers that aff ect the nature and level of militancy. In fact, armed 
groups active in the FATA are disparate entities, divided by tribal, ethnic, 
cultural, and po liti cal diff erences.13 Th ey are not a disciplined or ga ni za tion 
as tribal infl uence impedes unity among Taliban factions. Th e groups main-
tain separate command structures to avoid friction, and tribal animosities 
infl uence decisions to join one side or the other. In true Pashtun fashion, 
alliances in the region abruptly materialize and suddenly disappear when 
they are no more useful to gain advantage in local disputes.

Several wars are fought at the same time in the FATA: a “greater war” 
between the Taliban and the state over lost territory; a war in Af ghan i stan 
with the FATA as a safe haven for groups fi ghting foreign forces in Af ghan-
i stan (Waziristan, Bajaur); a sectarian war 14 between Sunnis and Shias in Kur-
ram and Orakzai and between Deobandis and Barelvis in Khyber; tribal 
wars, for instance, between Wazirs and Mehsuds (South Waziristan); wars 
between minor and dominant clans of a tribe— examples can be found in 
every tribal agency— who instrumentalize external actors (the army or 
foreign fi ghters) to challenge their rivals; and factional wars over water, 
land, and other resources. What is happening is a series of overlapping lo-
calized civil wars. Moreover, the fault line between pro-  and anti- Taliban is 
much less relevant than social and religious cleavages: for instance, in Or-
akzai, Sunni subtribes joined the Taliban because they  were anti- Shia.

Th e initial target of the Pakistani Taliban was Af ghan i stan. Until 2004, 
their focus was on protecting foreign militants, recruiting, and training for 
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war in Af ghan i stan. Th ey  were not a challenge to Pakistani authorities, who 
did not interfere in their activities and just looked the other way as if 
what ever happened west of the Indus was not a concern for the Pakistani 
state. Musharraf ’s policy, marked by inconsistency and intermittency, was 
one of containment rather than elimination in order to get the backing of 
the Muttahida Majlis- e Amal (MMA)15 for the military regime and because 
the government thought the Taliban could be contained within the FATA. 
But the MMA provincial government (2002–2008) did not prevent spillover 
in settled areas, and the militants expanded their operational space to the 
cities, notably, Dera Ismaïl Khan, Tank, and Kohat.

A tactical change took place aft er the beginning of military operations in 
2003: by kidnapping security and state offi  cials, the Taliban could negotiate 
with the government on their own terms.16 Th e army was part of the mar-
ginalization of the state and of the tribal po liti cal and administrative system 
when it signed peace deals with the militants in 2004 and 2005, sidelining 
the tribal elders and the po liti cal agent. Th e Taliban  were empowered; by 
signing the deals, the army gave them legitimacy, and the huge sums paid as 
compensation for the destructions resulting from the military operations 
allowed them to consolidate themselves and to sustain patronage networks.

Another turning point was the creation of the Tehrik- e Taliban Pakistan 
(TTP) in December 2007 under the leadership of Baitullah Mehsud as an 
umbrella for dozens of local groups with local agendas and some elements 
of transnational militancy. Th e TTP’s aim was to pool resources and man-
power of Pakistani Taliban to fi ght against the security forces and to extend 
help to the Afghan Taliban taking part in the jihad against U.S. and North 
Atlantic Treaty Or ga ni za tion (NATO) forces. Its proclaimed objectives  were 
to enforce sharia, to perform “defensive jihad” against the Pakistani army 
in the aft ermath of the storming of Islamabad’s Lal Masjid (Red Mosque) in 
July 2007, and to refuse future peace deals with the government. In fact, the 
TTP is not as united as it claims to be: there are intertribal and intra-
tribal cleavages, and many factions and clans have not joined the TTP. It is 
not always a disciplined or ga ni za tion, as several recent events have shown. 
Moreover, the TTP has progressively transformed itself into a Mehsud- 
dominated group.

THE SOCIOECONOMIC DRIVERS OF MILITANCY

Th e government refused to see the Pakistani Taliban as a product of the 
social and po liti cal modernization of the Pashtun belt, which emerged on 
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the ruins of the tribal system. But it is clearly part of the story. Turmoil in 
the FATA is the expression of social change. Th e legitimacy of traditional 
leaders based on age and kinship relationships has become increasingly ir-
relevant. Militancy can be explained partly by the general weakening of 
tribal society at the hand of external forces and partly by the socialization 
of an increasing number of youth inside radical po liti cal Islam and outside 
of the traditional framework.

Th e militancy retains a strong hidden socioeconomic dimension. It has 
the characteristics of a social movement, and the class and generation 
factors should be taken into account to understand the dynamics. Th e Tali-
ban are the expression of the confl ict between the hujra (the men’s  house 
where tribal po liti cal activity was traditionally conducted, the hujra em-
bodies the power of landowners and maliks) and the masjid (the mosque 
now representing the underprivileged).

Poverty is to some extent a factor, but the main factors are related to sta-
tus in terms of economic and po liti cal marginalization. Having no social 
links, no future, is the main driver. Th e lack of physical protection, legal 
rights, and economic opportunities for largely subsistence farmers has pre-
pared the ground for militant recruitment. Unemployed young tribals want 
to fi nd employment and to obtain some status in society; both demands are 
fulfi lled once they join the militants.17 Th e perception of rising social in e-
qual ity, a call for social justice and a challenge to the power- seeking elite, a 
sense of alienation, the slow pace of development projects, the military op-
erations and later the drone strikes: all these factors contributed in radical-
izing young tribals.

In the beginning, the Taliban capitalized on the local anger at the gen-
eral lawlessness and became an alternative moral authority.18 Th ey exploited 
the issue of corruption and delays in justice as well as unemployment, so-
cial in e qual ity, and lack of health and education facilities. Th ey reinforced 
the perception of weakness of the state and of the local elite, who failed to 
respond to the aspirations of the marginalized in terms of security, jus-
tice, po liti cal empowerment, and socioeconomic development. Th ey took 
 advantage of the lack of governance and po liti cal participation in the FATA, 
eroded the tribal po liti cal and administrative system further— notably by 
killing elders to eliminate po liti cal opponents— and provoked deep- rooted 
class divisions. Th ey garnered support by promising to replace the Pakistani 
governance and judicial system, which is widely viewed as corrupt and 
unjust.19 Th e Taliban’s strict interpretation of sharia did not appeal to 
 everyone in the tribal agencies, but its promises of fairness and swift  dispute 
resolution appealed to many. Unlike Pakistani civil institutions, Taliban 
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courts delivered justice quickly and could implement punishments imme-
diately. Th e pro cess was initially successful; Taliban courts resolved dis-
putes between tribes and clans that had dragged on for de cades. Th e Tali-
ban even limited corruption among some po liti cal agents. Th eir eff orts  were 
rewarded with broad- based po liti cal support from everyday people in the 
FATA.20 Welcomed originally because they eliminated drugs, gambling, 
and other “immoral activities,”21 they became unpop u lar when they turned 
to crime.22 Moreover, the disintegration of the institutional structure has 
provided an open space to criminal gangs who have access to weapons and 
have borrowed Taliban rhetoric for their own  interests.

“As long as the Taliban targeted security forces alone, the local people sup-
ported them as they believed it to be part of the jihad against the United 
States,” said Maulana Abdul Wahid, a prayer leader in this city [Peshawar]. 
“. . . However, towards the end of 2005, as the Taliban launched a terror 
campaign against the general public, targeting mosques, marketplaces, 
schools and government buildings, public sympathy turned to anger,” 
Wahid said. “We stopped supporting the Taliban aft er they began killing 
and injuring innocent and non- combatant people,” Wahid said. “Th e 
people  here repent the goodwill they had shown towards Taliban.”23

DISPLACEMENT

Since 2004, massive population displacements have taken place. More than 
a third of the population of the FATA— estimated at fi ve to six million— has 
been displaced at some point or another, in some cases several times. Th e 
causes of displacement are diverse: abuses of armed groups, tribal and sec-
tarian confl icts, fi ghting between insurgents and tribes, drone attacks,24 
economic sanctions following the failure of peace deals with the militants, 
and, last but not least, military operations that have been planned without 
accounting for the consequences and that relied heavily on indiscriminate 
airpower and artillery.

Th e sociopo liti cal consequences of the displacement are a source of deep 
concern. Th e people of the FATA are very attached to their land and are 
 desperate to return home, but the ongoing confl ict, the poor security situa-
tion, the destruction of their homes and sources of income, and the lack of 
compensation for their losses prevent them from returning. Th e govern-
ment has encouraged and, in some cases, forced them to go back, claiming 
that military operations had eliminated the Taliban and that the population 
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can safely return. In many cases, the Taliban had just fl ed to a neighboring 
tribal agency, and once the army withdrew, they came back. Forced returns 
are sometimes accompanied with threats: the army asks the elders to raise 
a lashkar (tribal militia) to fi ght the Taliban and maintain law and order, 
while the Taliban threaten the population with reprisals.25

Until 2008, the displaced tribals stayed near their home in areas con-
trolled by their tribe or their religious community. In Kurram and Orakzai 
Agencies, this led to the ghettoization of Shias, putting them at a greater risk 
from Taliban attacks. Tensions  were also exacerbated in the cities between 
the local population and some tribes, notably the Mehsud, who are viewed 
with suspicion and even hostility, because they belong to the same tribe as 
Baitullah Mehsud26 and Hakimullah Mehsud,27 the leaders of the TTP. 
From 2008, the intensifi cation of military operations forced people to move 
farther from the FATA and settle in the cities, particularly Peshawar and 
Karachi, where families joined the men who had been working there. Kara-
chi, which was already the largest Pashtun city in the world, is now home to 
four to fi ve million Pakistani and Afghan Pashtuns (about 20 percent of the 
population of the city), which means that more Pashtuns are living in Kara-
chi than in the FATA. Th is massive infl ux of displaced tribals has reignited 
ethnic tensions, which have been a dominant factor in Karachi’s politics 
since the 1980s.28 Th e local chapter of the Awami National Party (ANP) 
claimed to be the sole representative of Pashtuns living in Karachi and ex-
ploited their grievances in its rivalry with the Muttahida Qaumi Movement 
over scarce resources. Th e ANP has been under sustained attack in Kara-
chi, particularly since June 2012. Th e western part of the city, which was an 
ANP stronghold, is now under the control of the TTP. Leaders and workers 
of the ANP have been killed in revenge attacks for the army’s operations in 
Swat (2009) or have left  Karachi. Party offi  ces have been closed, and ANP 
candidates  were targeted during the election campaign in April– May 2013.

Tribal people do not feel safe in Karachi, where they are discriminated 
against and victims of ethnic violence. Hundreds have been killed in recent 
years just because they  were Pashtuns. Th ere is a general hostility toward 
displaced Pashtuns in Karachi, and particularly against Mehsud. Many 
Mehsud who have been displaced since the 2009 military operation would 
like to go back to South Waziristan, but they are not allowed by the army to 
do so.

Th e forced urbanization of the tribal population and its marginaliza-
tion present serious consequences for the future. Th e displaced people risk 
lapsing into chronic poverty and experience an increased sense of depriva-
tion. Children who have been exposed to extreme violence and deprived of 
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education are oft en forced to work to support their family. Many among 
the displaced persons and the professional class who left  the FATA to seek 
safety or better economic opportunities will not return to the region.

THE FRAGMENTATION OF THE TTP

A tentative peace pro cess was initiated from February 2014 by Nawaz Sharif, 
who announced that his government would engage in peace talks with the 
TTP. Both sides named committees to represent them, but hardly any prog-
ress was made. Th is initiative, together with the appointment of Fazlullah 
as the new emir of the TTP aft er the death of Hakimullah Mehsud, led to a 
split of the TTP.

Mehsud militants who  were dominant in the or gan i za tional structure 
and policymaking of the TTP could not accept Fazlullah as the emir, and 
the majority of them chose Khan Said (alias Sajna) as their leader. Th e TTP 
was seen as shift ing “into a group based increasingly on ideology rather than 
tribal ties.”29 Fazlullah, who operates from Kunar and Nuristan (Af ghan i-
stan), has infl uence in Karachi, but he has lost infl uence, if he ever had any, 
in North Waziristan, South Waziristan, and Mohmand Agencies.

Another reason for the split of the TTP was disagreements about the 
negotiations with the government. On March 1, 2014, the TTP and the gov-
ernment agreed on a monthlong temporary cease- fi re. A few days later, 
Ahrar ul Hind and Ansar ul Mujahidin, two little- known groups, carried 
out attacks respectively in Islamabad and Hangu, which the TTP con-
demned. Ahrar ul Hind is in fact a splinter group of the Punjabi Taliban (or 
TTP Punjab)30 formed by those who disagreed with their leader, Asmatullah 
Muawiya, who was engaged in the peace talks. Similarly, Mohmand mili-
tants led by Abdul Wali (alias Omar Khalid Khurasani) left  the TTP in 
August 2014 to form Jamaat ul Ahrar and announced their support for 
Lashkar- e Islam of Mangal Bagh, a group active in Khyber Agency and not 
part of the TTP.

Th e peace pro cess quickly disintegrated. Th e army launched a military 
operation in North Waziristan (Zarb- e Azab) in June 2014 aft er the attack 
on Karachi airport. At least 1.5 million persons  were displaced, and around 
250,000 crossed the border into Af ghan i stan.

Jamaat ul Ahrar orchestrated the Wagah suicide attack on November 2, 
2014, which killed over sixty people and left  110 others injured. Th e spokes-
man of the group, Ehsanullah Ehsan, claimed that the attack was “revenge 
for the innocent people killed by Pakistan army in North- Waziristan.”
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At the same time, the former TTP spokesman, Abu Umar Maqbool al 
Khurasani (alias Shahidullah Shahid), declared allegiance “in individual 
capacity” to Abu Bakr al Baghdadi along with fi ve other “commanders.” 
Graffi  ti supporting Ad Dawlah al Islamiya fi l Iraq wal Sham (Daesh) and 
black fl ags appeared in diff erent cities.

Th e Mehsud led by Sajna have denounced Fazlullah and are carry ing on 
peace talks with the government through an eleven- member jirga consist-
ing of Mehsud tribal elders, while the Punjabi Taliban faithful to Muawiya 
announced in September 2014 the cessation of subversive activities in 
Pakistan to focus on Af ghan i stan.31 Th ey are becoming “good Taliban” who, 
at the time of writing,  were seen by the Pakistani army as potentially even 
more useful aft er the American withdrawal in 2014–2015.

STEPS TO ADDRESS THE SITUATION

Th e response of the state has been the promotion of lashkars (tribal mili-
tias), which is somehow fomenting a civil war— Pashtuns against Pashtun—
as a counterinsurgency strategy. A lashkar is a traditional tribal militia, of-
ten formed on an ad hoc basis for the accomplishment of a specifi c purpose 
(e.g., to hunt down an outlaw, address a family feud that has gone out of 
control, or challenge a government policy) and then disbanded. Lashkars 
failed in 2003 and 2007 to expel Al Qaeda fi ghters. Since then, hundreds of 
tribal elders have been killed, the Taliban targeting all those who have been 
part of lashkars.

By arming the tribes,32 the state is part of the pro cess of its own margin-
alization. Instead of mainstreaming the FATA, it is trying to keep these ar-
eas apart. Lashkars are a way for dominant tribes or clans to get access to 
modern weapons and money and can be analyzed as a reaction to the Tali-
ban threatening the old tribal structure. Th e sociology of these lashkars is 
interesting: for instance, in Bajaur, lashkars have been raised by the Salarzai, 
who are the dominant tribe; most of the land belongs to them, and they 
occupy better lands; their aim was to eliminate the Taliban, described as 
poor ordinary people, and restore the old tribal order.

Outlaws have also joined anti- Taliban militias, which means they can 
carry out their activities openly and wear arms. Finally, lashkars could get 
out of control and cause unending tribal feuds. Th ey might also turn against 
the state.

Even if military operations  were successful, as the government has 
claimed, the underlying conditions that created the insurgency have not 
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been addressed. Contrary to what privileged tribal elders who have a vested 
interest in the status quo claim, the old order based on exploitation cannot 
be revived. It is discredited because it has been unable to respond to social 
change and did not build loyalty to the state.

Th e idea that tribal people want to be left  alone is wrong. Th e government 
ignores the possibility of a tribal society’s ac cep tance of nontribal norms of 
collective and personal behavior without the abolition of tribal relations— 
economic, po liti cal, and social. For instance, the jirga (council of elders) had 
lost credibility since the 1980s because it was not egalitarian; its member-
ship had been restricted to men from powerful tribes; it did not provide jus-
tice to the poor; and in most cases, it favored the richer or more infl uential 
party. Th e Taliban redefi ned the concept of jirga with a prominent role for 
mullahs. Th e solution does not consist in doing away with the jirga—it can 
continue to exist, but it requires a change in its composition, with the inclu-
sion of the educated middle class and the marginalized categories.

A new legitimacy based on principles of repre sen ta tion through elections 
and merit, transparency, and inclusiveness should be built in order to inte-
grate gradually the FATA into the mainstream. In that respect, the two 
decrees signed in August 2011 by President Zardari are encouraging steps. 
Reforms  were announced in 2009, but their implementation was stalled. 
Th e decrees bring amendments in the Frontier Crimes Regulations (FCR)33 
(2011) and extend the Po liti cal Parties Order (2002) to the Tribal Areas. Th e 
collective responsibility clause was amended: from now on, women, chil-
dren below the age of sixteen, and elders above age sixty- fi ve cannot be 
jailed, and the  whole tribe will not be punished for the actions of one of its 
members. An appeal procedure has been set up, and the right to bail is rec-
ognized. Po liti cal parties can now legally function in the FATA, which 
should generate internal tribal dynamics and reduce the appeal of religious 
parties.34 Th is should be followed by the election of representative FATA 
councils— with seats for women and religious minorities, among others—
to fi ll the po liti cal vacuum that will be created by the elimination of the al-
ternative leadership of the Taliban.

Po liti cal rights are meaningless without sustainable development and 
economic stability. Huge sums have been allocated to the FATA under 
foreign- funded development projects. Th e major fl aw was the imposition of 
plans from above and through the FATA secretariat without taking the 
tribal population into confi dence. Moreover, the lack of oversight means 
that donors’ money has benefi ted the civil and military bureaucracy and 
FATA elites without reaching the people who need it most. Th e real stake-
holders should be involved in development projects to ensure own ership by 
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the people and overcome their sense of alienation. Th e focus should also be 
on ser vices, ensuring that schools and clinics operate properly and that gov-
ernment employees do not avoid their duties in the FATA.

Jobs should be provided to those who are fi ft een to seventeen years old to 
give them prospects for upward social mobility. Th is also means bringing 
madrasah graduates in the mainstream by engaging madrasahs in projects 
to develop market-relevant vocational training that is likely to benefi t the 
most disadvantaged categories.

Some promising initiatives have recently been taken under the FATA 
Development Program— Livelihood Development and with United States 
Agency for International Development funding for the educated unem-
ployed. For instance, a fi ve- month diploma course in mining is off ered by 
Peshawar University to develop the mineral sector in the FATA. Loans and 
other incentives are given to young people to start a business.35

Mainstreaming the FATA implies the eventual merger of the FATA with 
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. Th e po liti cal parties have a clear interest in seeking 
the FATA’s merger with the province, but due to the lack of confi dence in 
the state, some people have reservations about coming under the Pakistani 
Constitution. Are the tribals ready to accept a new social contract under 
which they abandon some of their freedoms in exchange for the protection 
of the state and rights and privileges linked to citizenship? Can the state 
respect this contract?

CONCLUSION

Talibanization is not a Pashtun problem but the extension of Sunni– 
Deobandi militancy. As Asad Hashim has said: “Th ere would be no Paki-
stani Taliban if there  were no militants that Pakistan had supported over a 
number of years. And Pakistanis have paid a heavy price for this [in lives].”36 
As Taliban infl uence grew in the FATA during the past few years, sectarian 
groups reasserted themselves across Pakistan and they exploited the Tali-
banization of the FATA to expand their operational space.37 Th is was again 
facilitated by the inaction and denial of the state, which claimed for a long 
time that the “Punjabi Taliban” did not exist. Khyber Pakhtunkhwa gover-
nor Awais Ghani gave this warning in September 2008: “It will be ill- advised 
to think that the militancy will remain confi ned to the NWFP. Militant ac-
tivities have already shift ed to the settled areas and Punjab and they have 
established strong links with South Punjab.”
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Moreover, the FCR amendments have come soon aft er the federal gov-
ernment issued two identical regulations, Action (in Aid of Civil Power) 
Regulation 2011 for FATA and PATA (Provincially Administered Tribal 
Areas), to give unpre ce dented powers to the armed forces operating against 
the militants in the confl ict areas. Th e regulations provide legal cover to the 
“unlawful acts of armed forces” during military operations with retrospective 
eff ect— from February 1, 2008— and empower the security forces operating 
in both the FATA and PATA to keep terror suspects in custody at undisclosed 
location for 120 days.38 Th e government claims that these regulations will 
specifi cally target militants, but there are fears of misuse.

Th ere is no real hope that the security situation will improve soon in the 
FATA. Putting an end to violent insurgency through dialogue is a distant 
possibility. Contrary to what the military establishment thinks, the Taliban 
will not lay down arms when NATO leaves Af ghan i stan; they are fi ghting 
the Pakistani state. Normalcy in the FATA is not in the interests of the 
groups, local and foreign, active in Af ghan i stan who need safe havens in 
North Waziristan.

No real change and sustainable development can take place until the mil-
itary ends its operations in the FATA. Th e people of the FATA will have to 
wait till their grievances are really addressed.
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A n eff ective police force is critical to modern crime fi ghting and coun-
tering terrorism. In Pakistan, an understaff ed and underequipped 
police force is increasingly called on to manage rising insecurity and 

militant violence, and quite predictably the police per for mance has been far 
from satisfactory. Th is chapter evaluates the obstacles to upgrading the 
 existing police system and recommends both traditional and innovative 
 reform options, including major restructuring of the total civilian law en-
forcement infrastructure, without which the police force cannot be eff ec-
tively improved. Because Pakistan’s police capacity has direct implications 
for the country’s ability to tackle terrorism, the international community 
would realize counterterrorism dividends by helping law enforcement eff orts 
through modern training and technical assistance.

CURRENT CHALLENGES

For many years, Pakistan has been engaged in battling a hydra- headed in-
surgency in the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) and parts of 
the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Province (KP, formerly known as the North West 
Frontier Province). An expanding terrorist campaign targeting Pakistan’s 
major cities is inextricably linked to this insurgency. Th e growing number 
of suicide attacks across Pakistan underscores the dangerous nature of the 
crisis.1 From 2002 to 2006, the total number of suicide attacks in Pakistan 
was twenty- one, while over the next fi ve years (i.e., the 2007–2011 period), 
the total number  rose to 279. Th is explains the threat posed by this kind of 
terrorism alone. Th e numbers declined from 2012 to 2015, but the challenge 
remains serious.

CHAPTER 5

INTERNAL SECURITY ISSUES IN PAKISTAN

PROSPECTS OF POLICE AND LAW ENFORCEMENT REFORM

Hassan Abbas
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Pakistan has reportedly suff ered close to 50,000 casualties in the war on 
terror so far, and this trend continues.2 Although those under fi re are chiefl y 
religious leaders challenging extremists, politicians associated with progres-
sive po liti cal parties, and innocent civilians, police and security offi  cials 
and government installations are also increasingly being targeted as a sym-
bol of the state. Terrorists understand well that the military and the police 
are their most important enemies.

Th e changing tactics and targets of the various terrorist groups operat-
ing in the country pose a formidable challenge to a police force with limited 
resources, poor training, and inadequate equipment. Pakistan’s civilian law 
enforcement structure has failed to develop any systematic and advanced 
counterterrorism strategy owing to the lack of modern investigative tools, 
requisite skills, and incentives. For the same reason, it is no surprise that the 
rate of crimes not associated with terrorism has also jumped in recent 
years. Law- and- order duties and VIP protection responsibilities consume a 
signifi cant chunk of police resources.3 Th e lack of forensic support further 
diminishes police eff ectiveness and capacity to deliver. Corruption, nepo-
tism, and po liti cal manipulation are rampant; they damage police integrity, 
credibility, and public image. An additional impediment to criminal law 
enforcement is the ineptitude of Pakistan’s judicial sector.

Police capacity is critical for tackling terrorism and controlling 
insurgency- infested areas. A growing body of empirical research has estab-
lished that law enforcement, not military force, is the most eff ective tool for 
this task.4 A RAND Corporation study titled How Terrorist Groups End also 
provides evidence that eff ective police and intelligence work, rather than the 
use of military force, delivers better counterterrorism results.5 Douglas P. 
Lackey in a counterterrorism article goes a step further when he argues that 
“Th e killing of civilians by terrorists is not war, but murder, so the social 
genre of terrorism is crime, and terrorists should be classifi ed as criminals,” 
and from this premise he rightly deduces, “If terrorists are criminals, their 
natural antagonists are the police.” 6 As he points out, most of the activities 
considered vital for any counterterrorism eff ort fall within the scope of stan-
dard police activity, including the forensic analysis of terrorist attack sites, 
gleaning information from abandoned terrorist camps, searching suspected 
terrorist locations, penetrating terrorist organizations through the use of 
undercover agents, surveilling suspicious sites, monitoring suspects, and 
maintaining databases of suspects. Hence, whether it is to combat insur-
gency or terrorism, a good police force is any state’s best bet.

Military operations can substitute for police action in certain circum-
stances, but that creates a new set of issues, ranging from high civilian 
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casualties to human rights violations. Most militaries, including that of 
Pakistan, are not trained or equipped to deal with internal law- and- order 
crises. Ideally, the military should act as a backup force that is ready to move 
in if needed in support of police action.

Th is chapter evaluates the capacity and per for mance of Pakistan’s civil-
ian law enforcement structure in relation to counterterrorism and crime 
fi ghting eff orts, with a special focus on police forces. Th e attention to law 
enforcement as a  whole is warranted as the law enforcement infrastructure 
includes all police departments (provincial and federal), various investiga-
tive organizations, specialized forces (including paramilitary units that 
support police work), and intelligence outfi ts that share information with 
police. Th e police force is the central institution in the law enforcement 
structure of any state, but it is not the only one, and therefore it cannot be 
treated in a vacuum. Aft er a brief explanation of why police reforms in 
Pakistan are essential and possible, the report examines the current state of 
the Pakistan police force in terms of infrastructure and manpower. It then 
evaluates obstacles to reform and considers both (1) traditional reform op-
tions that, if implemented, could upgrade and improve the existing police 
system to eff ectively support counterinsurgency and counterterrorism 
mea sures and the goal of mitigating extremism in society; and (2) innova-
tive reform options, including a major restructuring of existing police or-
ganizations or the creation of new police organizations to circumvent and 
reach beyond traditional problems. Eff ective remedies for the shortcom-
ings of the police ser vice likely depend on equally far- reaching reforms of 
the criminal justice system and political- administrative changes.

AN OPPORTUNITY FOR INTERNAL REFORM 
AND INTERNATIONAL SUPPORT

With the increasing insecurity and instability in the country, the govern-
ment of Pakistan must consider making major changes to the police and 
other law enforcement structures and the coordination mechanisms these 
various entities use in their counterterrorism eff orts. Some initiatives have 
been launched in this direction since 2009 in the shape of higher salaries 
for police and creation of advanced forensic laboratories.7 Police recruit-
ment from a pool of retired army soldiers to raise specialized counter-
terrorism units in each province was planned, though with little progress.8 
Th e police force is one of the few institutions in the country where an inter-
nal reform eff ort has been under way since the introduction of the Police 
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Act in 2002. Th e time is ripe for international support to Pakistan in this 
sphere. Some initiatives undertaken by the United States, United Kingdom, 
France, and Australia are bearing fruit already, but their scale is quite limited. 
Helping the police and civilian intelligence agencies with modern training 
and technical assistance would pay counterterrorism dividends for the in-
ternational community.

Admittedly, the task is not easy; the obstacles on the path of police 
 reform in Pakistan are potent and entrenched. Moreover, for Pakistan to 
attract international assistance, it needs to introduce concrete and well- 
thought- out or gan i za tional reforms in the law enforcement sector as well as 
in the related intelligence infrastructure. Such structural reforms have not 
been forthcoming thus far. Moreover, building the capacity of only one seg-
ment of the law enforcement infrastructure is impractical, as overarching 
reform is needed. In other words, the counterterrorism capacity of the 
police ser vice cannot be improved in isolation; a comprehensive approach 
is necessary. Rule of law, a critical prerequisite for democracy, is also closely 
linked to eff ective law enforcement. Nevertheless, the stakes are simply too 
high for international partners to walk away from the challenge. It is unde-
niable that successful police reforms that enhance Pakistan’s counterterror-
ism per for mance and strengthen the rule of law will stabilize Pakistan and 
improve the prospects of peace in the region.

AN OVERVIEW OF LAW ENFORCEMENT 
ORGANIZATIONS IN PAKISTAN

Before reform mea sures can be considered, a clear understanding of the 
present status of the law enforcement structure is essential. Th ere are two 
sets of law enforcement organizations in Pakistan: those that operate under 
the federal government and the provincial police organizations. Nineteen 
major organizations operate directly under the federal government and deal 
with a variety of law enforcement responsibilities (including intelligence 
gathering, border and coast surveillance, and policing) and answer to 
different authorities. Th e total strength of all law enforcement and intelli-
gence ser vices’ offi  cials at the disposal of the federal government (with 
cross- provincial jurisdiction) is approximately 210,000.9 Rarely do these or-
ganizations coordinate their plans and activities or strategize together. Th e 
chain of command of the organizations varies, which further complicates 
coordination and collective policy planning. As a result, decisions are oft en 
poorly implemented.
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Th e nineteen federal law enforcement organizations can be grouped into 
four broad  categories:

 1. Forces under the Ministry of the Interior: Th ese forces include fi ve para-
military organizations, namely, the Pakistan Rangers (Sindh and Punjab), 
the Pakistan Maritime Security Agency, the Frontier Corps (FC) (KP and 
Baluchistan), and the Frontier Constabulary and Gilgit- Baltistan Scouts, 
in addition to the Islamabad Police and the Federal Investigation Agency 
(FIA).

 2. Police planning and management organizations under the Ministry of the 
Interior: Th ese include the National Police Bureau, the National Police Man-
agement Board, the National Police Foundation, and the National Public 
Safety Commission. Th e National Counter- Terrorism Authority (NACTA) 
is the latest or ga ni za tion to be included in this  category.

 3. Other federal organizations: In this category are those organizations that 
are not under the direct control of the Ministry of the Interior. Th ey include 
the National Highways and Motorway Police (under the Ministry of Com-
munications), the Pakistan Railways Police (under the Ministry of Rail-
ways), the Airport Security Force (under the Ministry of Defense), and the 
Anti- Narcotics Force (under the Ministry of Narcotics Control).

 4. Intelligence organizations: Th e Intelligence Bureau (IB), a civilian agency, 
and Inter- Services Intelligence (ISI), led by a serving army lieutenant gen-
eral, are the two major intelligence outfi ts. Th ey have regional and provincial 
offi  ces throughout Pakistan.

A brief description of responsibilities, jurisdiction, and chain of com-
mand of some of these organizations is given in table 5.1.10

Th e second category of law enforcement infrastructure comprises the 
four provincial police organizations, as well as those operational in Gilgit- 
Baltistan and Azad Jammu and Kashmir (AJK). Th ese provincial police or-
ganizations are all or ga nized along similar lines and abide by the same set 
of laws and rules. For instance, the procedural criminal laws (i.e., the Paki-
stan Penal Code, the Code of Criminal Procedure, and the Qanun- e- 
Shahadat Order) are uniformly applicable to all parts of the country (except 
the FATA). Th e Police Ser vice of Pakistan (PSP), a federal ser vice whose 
members are recruited through the Federal Public Ser vice Commission, 
provides more than 80 percent of se nior supervisory offi  cers (with the rank 
of assistant superintendent of police and above, who act as subdivisional 
 police chiefs) to the provincial police departments. Th is cadre’s recruit-
ment, training, and career management (including transfers to provinces 



TABLE 5.1 FEDERAL LAW ENFORCEMENT AND INTELLIGENCE ORGANIZATIONS

OR GA NI ZA TION MANDATE AND JURISDICTION COMMAND AND STRENGTH

1. Frontier Corps
(a) FC Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa
(b) FC Baluchistan

Th e Frontier Corps supports local 
law enforcement in maintaining 
law and order when requested by 
the federal government. Th e corps’ 
primary task is to monitor and 
obstruct smuggling along 
Pakistan’s borders with Af ghan i-
stan and Iran. Increasingly, these 
forces are involved in counterter-
rorism and counterinsurgency 
operations; FC KP is playing an 
especially important role in the 
FATA.

Th e inspector general, an 
army offi  cer with the rank 
of major general, leads both 
organizations. Th e total 
strength of FC KP and FC 
Baluchistan is 90,318.

2. Rangers
(a) Rangers, 
Punjab
(b)Rangers, Sindh

Th is or ga ni za tion secures 
Pakistan’s border with India and 
assists when called in by respective 
provincial governments to 
maintain law and order. Sindh 
Rangers also provide security to 
VIPs visiting Sindh and are 
especially active in Karachi. Both 
organizations regularly assist 
police in border regions and focus 
on intelligence gathering. An 
antiterrorist wing, trained by the 
army’s Special Ser vices Group, was 
incorporated in 2004 in both 
organizations.

Th e director general, an 
army offi  cer with the rank 
of major general, leads both 
forces. Commanders of 
these forces closely 
coordinate with local 
military commanders in 
Karachi and Lahore. Deputy 
director generals are 
appointed by provincial 
governments. Th e Rangers’ 
strength in Punjab is 19,475, 
and in Sindh, 24,630.

3. Northern Areas 
Scouts 
(Gilgit- Baltistan)

Th is paramilitary force secures 
areas that border Gilgit- Baltistan 
and provides assistance to local 
police forces for law- and- order 
duties.

It is led by a serving army 
brigadier, and the or ga ni za-
tion coordinates closely 
with military deployed in 
the area. Its total employees 
number 3,679.

4. Frontier 
Constabulary

Th is paramilitary force (formed 
aft er the merger of Samana Rifl es 
and Border Military Police in 
British India), though largely 
drawn from KP, can be deployed 
anywhere in Pakistan by the 
Ministry of the Interior. Th e 
majority of its units operate in KP, 
the FATA, and Islamabad.

It is led by a se nior police 
offi  cer designated as 
commandant. Th e inspector 
general of police can request 
support from this force 
during any crisis. Its current 
strength is 22,817.

(continued)
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5. Pakistan 
Maritime Security 
Agency (Pakistan 
Coast Guards)

It is responsible for enforcing 
maritime law, maintenance of 
seamarks, border control, and 
antismuggling operations. It is 
deployed in the coastal areas 
of Sindh and Baluchistan 
Provinces.

Formerly part of the 
Pakistan Army, it now 
operates under the Ministry 
of the Interior and is led by 
a serving army offi  cer (rank 
of major general), and its 
various battalions are led by 
army offi  cers (lieutenant 
col o nel rank) seconded 
from the army. Its present 
strength is 4,067.

6. Capital Territory 
Police (Islamabad)

It performs standard police duties 
in Islamabad (divided into 13 
police station areas) and operates 
directly under the control of the 
Ministry of the Interior. Th e total 
population of Islamabad is close 
to 2 million.

Led by an inspector general 
of police, its current 
strength is 10,995. Th e 
Police Act of 2002 has not 
been fully enforced in 
Islamabad.

7. Federal 
Investigation 
Agency (FIA)

Th e FIA investigates off enses 
committed in connection with 
matters that concern the federal 
government, are of interprovincial 
scope, or involve transnational 
or ga nized crime. Its jurisdiction 
encompasses economic crimes, 
terrorism, cyber crimes, banking 
off enses, and enforcement of 
immigration laws and exit control 
lists. It also maintains a Redbook of 
high- profi le criminals and terrorists.

It is led by a se nior police 
offi  cer (rank of an inspector 
general) designated as 
director general. Th e agency 
has offi  ces in all four 
provincial headquarters, 
plus headquarters in 
Islamabad. Its total strength 
is around 3,500.

8. Anti- Narcotics 
Force

It is primarily tasked with 
eliminating the traffi  cking and 
distribution of narcotics in the 
country, enhancing international 
cooperation against drugs, and 
liaising with international 
organizations on the subject.

It is led by a serving army 
offi  cer of the rank of a major 
general with the designation 
as director general. It 
operates under the Ministry 
of Narcotics Control. Its 
strength is around 3,100.

9. National 
Highways and 
Motorway Police

Established in 1997, it is specifi -
cally assigned traffi  c control 
functions and policing on national 
highways. Th e or ga ni za tion is 
reputed for its effi  ciency, integrity, 
and discipline.

Led by an inspector general 
of police, its offi  cials are 
drawn from the police 
ser vice as well as through 
direct recruitment. It 
operates under the Ministry 
of Communications, and its 
total strength is estimated 
to be around 5,000.

TABLE 5.1 (CONTINUED)
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10. Airport 
Security Force

It is responsible for protecting all 
the airports in the country. Besides 
safeguarding the civil aviation 
industry, it is responsible for 
maintaining law and order within 
the limits of airports. In recent 
years, it has been trained for 
counterterrorism mea sures at 
airports.

A serving army brigadier is 
appointed by the Ministry 
of Defense as director 
general of ASF. Th e total 
strength of the ASF is 
estimated to be around 
4,500.

11. Pakistan 
Railways Police 
(PRP)

Th e PRP is responsible for 
law- and- order duties on trains and 
at train stations across the country. 
Since 2008, the PRP has assumed 
police duties in 1,500 railway 
employee housing areas (covering 
an approximately 772- square-
mile area) and in other areas 
owned by the Railways 
Department.

It is led by a se nior police 
offi  cer designated as 
inspector general. Th e total 
number of PRP employees is 
around 7,000 (according to 
2007 rec ords). Th e PRP also 
has a 600- strong commando 
unit for counterterrorism 
tasks.

12. National Police 
Bureau (NPB)

It acts as a national focal point for 
all police- related research and 
development matters. It functions 
as permanent secretariat for the 
National Public Safety Commis-
sion (NPSC), which oversees the 
functioning of federal law 
enforcement agencies, and the 
National Police Management 
Board (NPMB), which advises the 
federal and provincial govern-
ments about criminal justice 
reform, public safety, and police 
information technology.

Operating under the 
Ministry of the Interior, it 
is headed by a director 
general, an offi  cer from the 
police ser vice. NPSC has 
12 members who meet 
periodically. NPMB, which 
comprises all the heads of 
the police and law enforce-
ment agencies (except the 
FC), meets very rarely. Total 
NPB employees are fewer 
than 100.

13. National 
Counter- Terrorism 
Authority

Th is newly established institution 
will focus on preparing national 
threat assessment reports on 
extremism, terrorism, and 
insurgency and will help the 
government formulate a National 
Action Plan for counterterrorism. 
It will focus primarily on research, 
data collection, and analysis of 
terrorism- related issues, in 
addition to serving as a liaison 
with international organizations 
focusing on the subject.

It is led by an inspector 
general of police and 
operates under the Ministry 
of the Interior. Th e 
or ga ni za tion has three 
wings: Counterextremism; 
Counterterrorism; and 
the Research, Analysis, 
Training Wing. It is 
currently recruiting 
employees for all sectors of 
the or ga ni za tion. Th e total 
strength of the or ga ni za tion 
is 203.

(continued)
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and federal law enforcement agencies) are managed by the Establishment 
Division (federal government), though PSP offi  cers report to provincial 
governments and draw their salaries from provincial bud getary provisions. 
Th ese PSP offi  cers can be assigned to any province, but lower ranks of 
police are permanent employees of provincial police organizations and can-
not be transferred outside their respective provinces. Since the British era, 
this complicated ser vice structure has created an elitist PSP. Th e statistics 
in table  5.1 indicate police strength and resources in the four provinces, 
AJK, and Gilgit- Baltistan.

OR GA NI ZA TION MANDATE AND JURISDICTION COMMAND AND STRENGTH

14. Intelligence 
Bureau

Its responsibilities include 
gathering intelligence (including 
for counterterrorism purposes) 
within the country and dissemi-
nating it through the Ministry of 
the Interior to po liti cal leadership 
and various police organizations.

It is led by a director general 
who is either a serving 
police offi  cer (typically the 
case during periods of 
civilian rule) or a serving 
major general from the 
army (oft en the case during 
military rule). Its employees 
supporting police work total 
around 2,000.

15. Inter- Services 
Intelligence (ISI)

Pakistan’s premier intelligence 
or ga ni za tion, only part of its 
responsibilities deal with law 
enforcement work. ISI’s internal 
wing, the Counterterrorism 
Center, focuses on intelligence 
gathering and analysis and 
provides intelligence assessments 
to the government. Th e ISI is 
responsible for sharing relevant 
information with police 
 organizations in the country 
through the federal government.

Led by a serving lieutenant 
general from the Pakistan 
Army (designated as 
Director General), the ISI 
reports directly to the prime 
minister of Pakistan. 
However, its head also sits 
in army corps commanders’ 
meetings and reports to 
the Chief of Army Staff . 
Approximately 3,500 ISI 
employees (out of roughly 
20,000 total strength) are 
involved in work that is 
linked to police work and 
counterterrorism.

Total number of 
employees of all 
federal 
organizations

209,790

TABLE 5.1 (CONTINUED)
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REASONS FOR THE WEAKNESS OF THE LAW 
ENFORCEMENT INFRASTRUCTURE

Th ere is a broad consensus in Pakistan that aft er de cades of abuse and 
 neglect, its police force is failing to combat crime eff ectively, uphold the law, 
provide basic security to citizens, and fi ght growing militancy. Since its 
 inception in 1947, despite frequent ethnic confrontations, sectarian battles, 
and sharp rises in criminal or insurgent activity, policymakers have never 
put the law enforcement and police sector at the top of their priority list for 
investment and reform. As a result, the overall police infrastructure is 
poorly or ga nized. Many reports  were commissioned to improve policing 
standards, but either their recommendations  were too general or the gov-
ernments of the day lacked the will to implement the recommended changes. 
Some of the major reasons relevant to police engagement in counterterrorism 
activities are historical handicap in the shape of de cadent law, insuffi  cient 
numbers and scant resources, institutional disconnect, po liti cal challenges, 
corruption, and lack of modernization.

HISTORICAL FACTORS AND OUTMODED LAW

Groomed as an imperial force tasked with coercing (rather than protecting) 
citizens in the aft ermath of the 1857 uprising against the British, Pakistan 
inherited a police infrastructure founded on the Police Act of 1861. Th is 
framework provided for an authoritarian, unaccountable, and oppressive 
police force. A mere glance at its provisions shows that it is out of touch with 
the requirements of a modern and demo cratic state. Pakistan followed these 
laws until 2002, when a new reform- oriented police order was fi nally pro-
mulgated; however, frequent amending has damaged the new order’s original 
intent and spirit.11 Over a sixty- year period, around two dozen commis-
sioned reports on police reform  were produced, but it was very rare for any 
of their recommendations to be implemented.12 Interestingly, India still uses 
the 1861 Police Act in many areas amid demands for change and reform.13

Prepared by leading police offi  cials and legal experts under Musharraf ’s 
National Reconstruction Bureau, the Police Act of 2002 emulated the Japa-
nese National Safety Commission system, to ensure oversight of police by 
both elected and nominated members at local (district), provincial, and 
national levels. Second, an in de pen dent prosecution ser vice was provided 
for to place additional checks on the police. Police complaints authorities at 
the provincial and federal levels  were also planned for. However, police  were 



146 | THE DOMESTIC SCENE

given relative operational autonomy in administrative as well as investigative 
spheres, which was long overdue. Various responsibilities and tasks (rang-
ing from investigations, intelligence, watch and ward, and guard duties) 
 were divided among separate police departments to improve effi  ciency of 
the system.14 However, bureaucratic as well as po liti cal hurdles came in the 
way, and President Musharraf and his po liti cal allies introduced many 
amendments in the Police Act in 2004, taking away powers of the neutral 
and in de pen dent safety commissions (in the sphere of recommending pro-
motions and transfers) and awarding these back to politicians, providing 
them im mense relief.15 A police offi  cer in Islamabad aptly explains the con-
sequences of such developments by saying that “most police offi  cers feel that, 
in order to secure their career prospects, they have no choice but to do the 
bidding of their po liti cal masters.”16

Variations in the police laws of the four provinces are yet another issue 
negatively aff ecting interprovincial coordination in crime fi ghting and 
counterterrorism. Insightfully, Ahmer Bilal Soofi , who served as federal 
minister for law in the caretaker government, in 2013, maintains: “One of 
the most startling revelations during my brief tenure as federal law minister 
in the last caretaker government was that the police force in all the provinces 
is not governed under a uniform law and that there is serious confusion 
amongst the police offi  cers in this regard.”17

INSUFFICIENT NUMBERS AND SCANT RESOURCES

Pakistan’s total population is estimated to be around 190 million, and the 
combined federal and provincial law enforcement forces (including para-
military and related wings of the intelligence organizations) have a total 
strength of close to 655,000 personnel.18 Th us, the police– population ratio 
is one police offi  cial for every 290 persons. On paper, Pakistan is in a better 
shape than, say, India, where according to Human Rights Watch there is on 
average one police offi  cer for every 1,037 people. Asia’s regional average is 
one police offi  cer for 558 people, and the global average is one for every 333 
people.19 Pakistan also fares well vis- à- vis the UN standard for peacetime 
policing, which recommends one police offi  cer for every 400 persons.20 
However, given the nature of the crisis in Pakistan, especially the heightened 
terrorist activity and insurgency situations in the FATA and parts of Balu-
chistan Province, coupled with rising crime fi gures nationwide, the num-
bers are not as good as they appear. Moreover, the UN standards assume an 
effi  cient, well- resourced, honest police force, which is not the case in Paki-
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stan. And the ratio worsens if only forces directly involved in routine police 
work are counted and the paramilitary forces with a specifi c focus such as 
maritime and airport security, intelligence offi  cials, and administrative per-
sonnel are excluded.21

In the domain of counterterrorism, despite the sharp rise in terrorist at-
tacks across the country, little investment has been made in specialized ex-
pertise. For instance, the FIA’s Special Investigation Group (SIG), which is 
responsible for investigating major terrorist attacks in the country, has a 
very limited number of terrorism specialists. Its number of investigators has 
only recently risen from a mere thirty- seven to eighty- seven, but it has only 
thirteen specialists in explosives, banking, and law.22 SIG performed well in 
the 2009–2011 time period, but lately it has lost momentum due to transfer 
of some its stalwarts.23

PROVINCIAL POLICE FORCES, ISLAMABAD POLICE, AND OTHERS

Although substantial fi nancial commitments have been made to increase 
the police capacity in KP, the KP administration has serious concerns about 
the availability of funds. For example, recruitment has increased substantially 
in recent years, shooting up to 107,445  in 2012 aft er attaining levels of 
roughly 78,000 in 2010 from 55,450 in 2009 and 50,892 in 2008, according 
to the KP government, and the fi nancial bud get for police has more than 
doubled over the past 5 years.24 However, unexpectedly large increases in 
salaries, health care costs, and compensation for police offi  cials killed in the 
line of duty have depleted the funds needed for expansion.

Fortunately, the belated but critical U.S. support for the provincial police 
force has helped the institution through increased resources and enhanced 
professional expertise to tackle terrorism. Th e support included specialized 
training for offi  cers, the upgrading of police stations in sensitive areas, 
and the provision of protective gear, modern communications systems, and 
vehicles to KP police.25 However, this new partnership has not proceeded 
without hitches: more than 3,000 bulletproof jackets given by the United 
States to KP police and FC languished at the Islamabad airport for months in 
2010, apparently because of poor coordination between various departments, 
including the Ministry of the Interior, the Ministry of Commerce, and Paki-
stan International Airlines, which operates under the Ministry of Defense.26

Punjab Province has also made a signifi cant contribution to increasing 
police capacity in the provincial bud gets since 2009.27 A sharp rise in ter-
rorist attacks in Punjab, especially in Lahore, targeting religious institutions 
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and police infrastructure, convinced the provincial government of the need 
to increase resources for police. However, so far the only eff ect has been an 
increase in salaries for police offi  cials, which is a positive change but far 
from what is needed to transform the institution. Th e chief of police in 
Lahore, Mohammad Aslam Tareen, aptly argues that “we are in [a] trans-
formation period where we badly need huge reforms in the police depart-
ment,” while emphasizing the need for “adopting a joint strategy among 
security agencies, police and public.”28 For example, although there are 
around 170,000 police offi  cials in Punjab, there are only 82,000 weapons 
and 5,000 bulletproof vests for the offi  cers.29 Aft er a major terrorist attack 
against two religious centers of the Ahmediya community in Lahore in 
May 2010, se nior police offi  cials admitted that the department faces a seri-
ous shortage of equipment and lacks training.30

In Sindh Province, although a lobby within the Sindh police in support 
of change has been gaining strength, no reforms of substance have been 
implemented. An analysis conducted by some pro- reform police offi  cers 
concluded that nothing short of a “cultural transformation” in the police 
institutions would bear any fruit.31 Th e analysis revealed the following: 
ju nior offi  cers, who manage police stations, are unqualifi ed for the job; or-
dinary police offi  cials work between sixteen and eigh teen hours a day; and 
an insuffi  cient number of police in urban centers has compromised law 
enforcement effi  ciency.32 Unpre ce dented levels of street crime and a consis-
tent pattern of ethnic-  and sectarian- motivated target killings in Karachi are 
just one indication of the nature of the challenge.

Th e situation in Baluchistan is even more desperate. In January 2010, in 
Quetta City, hundreds of police offi  cials surrounded the governor’s and chief 
minister’s residences to protest low salaries. Th e protesting offi  cers used 
offi  cial weapons for aerial fi ring, blocked various roads, damaged vehicles, 
and beat up civilians.33 Th ough stern action was taken against se nior offi  cials, 
the only improvement made aft er the crisis ended was an increase in the 
compensation for police personnel killed by terrorists while on duty.

Islamabad police also suff er from inadequate force numbers. It is espe-
cially surprising in light of the nature of the threat to the capital city. As the 
Pakistani writer Ayesha Siddiqa points out, how can 11,000 cops eff ectively 
guard (and in some cases monitor) 81 embassies, 76 ambassadors’ residences, 
22 UN offi  ces, 14 hospitals, 20 universities, 1,044 schools and colleges, 77 
markets, and 305 madrasahs?34 In addition, they have to protect the head of 
state, government, and other dignitaries who visit the capital. It is an im-
possible task.



INTERNAL SECURITY ISSUES IN PAKISTAN | 149

Th e resource capacity of law enforcement organizations, other than the 
provincial police forces, is inconsistent. Th e National Highways and Motor-
way Police, established in 1997, is one of the most effi  cient organizations in 
the country and an almost corruption- free institution as a result of higher 
salaries, good training facilities, recruitment on merit, and the availability 
of modern equipment.35 However, other federal law enforcement organiza-
tions, such as the Pakistan Railways Police and the Airport Security Force, 
have not been that fortunate. In recent months, the Pakistan Railways 
Police could not install donated scanners at two important and vulnerable 
stations because of a lack of funds, and its request for closed- circuit cam-
eras in twenty- three large railway stations has not been fulfi lled.36 Aft er a 
terrorist attack at Lahore railway station in 2012, it was revealed that none 
of the seventeen surveillance cameras installed at the station  were func-
tional.37 Similarly, the Airport Security Force continues to use a type of 
bomb detector at one of the largest airports whose export from the United 
Kingdom was banned aft er it led to the deaths of 275 people.38

INSTITUTIONAL DISCONNECT

In accordance with the Constitution of Pakistan, which provides for a fed-
eral system of government, the four provincial governments are directly re-
sponsible for law- and- order functions. Consequently, the police are super-
vised at a provincial level. Police and paramilitary forces in the capital city 
of Islamabad and levies and khasadars (semi- offi  cial, local tribal police) in 
the FATA, however, are under the direct jurisdiction of the federal gov-
ernment. Th e police of AJK and Gilgit- Baltistan are managed by their respec-
tive governments (somewhat similar to the situation in the provinces), 
although the federal government has more direct leverage because of the 
special legal status of these regions. PSP offi  cers who serve in se nior super-
visory positions all across Pakistan are deemed employees of the federal 
government even when they serve in provincial police institutions. In case 
of a center– province tussle, the central government can recall any PSP offi  cer 
or refuse to send any requisitioned offi  cer to a province. Th e federal gov-
ernment’s discretionary authority has sometimes been misused for po liti-
cal ends, making the work environment for police offi  cials very hard and 
strenuous.

Th e police forces in each of the provinces act in de pen dently of each other, 
and there is no nationwide integration in terms of training standards and 



150 | THE DOMESTIC SCENE

coordination. Th e federal Interior Ministry exercises overall supervision, 
but provincial inspectors general of the police ser vice report directly to their 
respective chief ministers and are funded from the provincial government. 
In addition, there is no standardized system of hiring, transferring, and pro-
moting in the four provincial police departments, which creates employment 
disparities. Lack of coordination among provincial police ser vices oft en 
leads to poor information sharing and in eff ec tive monitoring of criminal 
and terrorist networks.

PO LITI CAL CHALLENGES

Th e police in Pakistan have traditionally been used by the state to suppress 
dissent and tame opposition.39 Many se nior police offi  cers became politi-
cized in recent de cades in an attempt to remain in good standing with one 
po liti cal party or the other, and prized fi eld appointments may still be based 
on po liti cal connections. In rural areas (almost 60 percent of the country), 
local police offi  cers can infl uence the fate of politicians in elections by al-
lowing or curbing rigging. Moreover, feudal elements oft en use police for 
torturing or “teaching a lesson” to their opponents, who are mostly peas-
ants. Hence, they need infl uence with the police.

LACK OF MODERNIZATION AND CORRUPTION

Th e police in Pakistan have a terrible reputation, and ordinary people oft en 
avoid approaching police to report crime or communicate grievances.40 
Th ere is a general perception that the institution of the police is corrupt, in-
stitutionally incompetent, and brutal. Consequently, justice is elusive, in-
security is rampant, and ordinary citizens are the victims of this system. 
Even internal police assessments acknowledge the police force’s lack of 
credibility in the public eye.41 However, in the overall scenario and in com-
parative terms, police per for mance is not much diff erent from the func-
tioning of customs offi  cials, bureaucrats running the provincial and federal 
secretariats, and the intelligence ser vices. Police offi  cers get the most blame 
because they are visible to everyone and are expected to do everything in 
Pakistan, from crisis management to resolving po liti cal and legal disputes, 
in addition to facing the wrath of people venting their frustrations over 
blunders committed by the country’s leadership, both po liti cal and mili-
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tary. Still, the police force cannot be defended for its routine excesses, viola-
tions of human rights, and ineffi  ciency.

Th e police regularly use torture to elicit confessions because they lack 
other, more sophisticated means of investigation. Unfortunately, Pakistan’s 
forensics capabilities are developing very slowly. Until the late 1990s, the 
country had only one major laboratory (located in Rawalpindi), staff ed by a 
handful of experts, and only under “special circumstances” (i.e., in high- 
profi le cases) could a police offi  cer get access to this resource. In the 2002–
2007 period, four additional laboratories  were sanctioned, one in each pro-
vincial capital. Despite a $40 million grant from the Asian Development 
Bank to the Sindh police to upgrade the existing Sindh Forensic Science 
Laboratory in Karachi and set up two new facilities in the interior of the 
province, in Hyderabad and Larkana, progress has been very slow. Work on 
the National Forensic Science Agency headquarters and its main laboratory 
in Islamabad progressed at a snail’s pace because federal government had 
stopped funding for the project in 2009.42 One exception is the modern 
forensic laboratory in Lahore, which has been functional since 2012.43 
British- funded mobile forensic labs are also associated with this institution, 
enhancing the Punjab government’s capacity to effi  ciently collect evidence 
from terrorism and crime scenes.44

A lack of attention to developing modern investigation and interrogation 
techniques is another serious issue. Most police offi  cers vie for command 
positions in investigative work because the primary work of any police force 
is not even considered a fi eld job,45 which is a mandatory requirement for 
promotion to a se nior supervisory role.46 Only very recently has the govern-
ment considered a proposal to declare ser vice in the Investigation Wing a 
fi eld posting, to encourage prime offi  cers to work in this area. Th is develop-
ment will remove the anomaly, which has so far deterred many profession-
ally competent offi  cers from serving in the Investigation Wing; offi  cers will 
now be able to count their ser vice with the Investigation Wing as a 2- year 
fi eld posting.

Most police training schools are in a deplorable state due to a paucity 
of funds. Th e instructors are oft en offi  cials who  were removed from fi eld 
duties for po liti cal reasons, and it is hardly surprising that the per for mance 
of a demoralized and sidelined faculty leaves much to be desired. Fortu-
nately, there is some international interest in revitalizing this area. Th e U.S. 
government is supporting the KP government in building an additional 
police academy, which is a positive investment.47 France is sending experts 
to conduct training at police academies in Pakistan, and funds from the 
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Eu ro pean Union are likely to be geared toward enhancing police training 
standards.48 Th e Australian Federal Police is also supporting Pakistan police 
through its Forensic Capacity Building project.49 Lately, Turkey has also 
been providing training facilities to Pakistani police offi  cers.50 However, on 
the basis of interviews with government offi  cials in the United States, France, 
and the United Kingdom, it appears that much more coordination is needed 
among international donors involved in supporting Pakistan’s law enforce-
ment capacity, as the support currently shows some level of duplication. Per-
haps Pakistan can facilitate synchronization in this sector.

COUNTERTERRORISM CAPACITY AND
INTERINSTITUTIONAL COMPLEXITIES

Th e Pakistani police force was traditionally not trained for counterterror-
ism. Indeed, for reasons of lack of training and insuffi  cient capacity already 
mentioned, it is barely able to operate as an entity in checking crime and 
carry ing out basic law- and- order functions. However, current circum-
stances have upended the traditional model and thrust the police to the 
forefront of counterterrorism eff orts. Lack of police expertise in countering 
the growing extremist menace is undermining the stability of the Pakistani 
state and claiming thousands of lives in terrorist attacks. Th is shortcoming 
is catastrophic, as counterterrorism will be part of the portfolio of the Paki-
stani police for years to come.

In the counterterrorism segment of the larger law enforcement sphere, 
a number of overarching problems are obvious impediments to reform 
eff orts. Four warrant special attention, for without remedial mea sures to 
treat these major inadequacies, reform of the law enforcement sector, espe-
cially in the counterterrorism domain, cannot succeed.

DYSFUNCTIONAL RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN POLICE 
AND INTELLIGENCE ORGANIZATIONS

Lack of trust and coordination between the police force and intelligence 
outfi ts has been a long- standing concern for Pakistani law enforcers, and 
this concern is amplifi ed by the sometimes close relationship between mili-
tant groups and the intelligence ser vices. For example, according to a well- 
informed Pakistani journalist, throughout the 1990s one or two intelligence 
offi  cers in each district of Pakistan  were tasked to help out members of the 
state- supported militant groups if police “creat[ed] any problems for them.”51 
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In private discussions, police offi  cers routinely mention apprehending mili-
tants and criminals but quickly receiving “requests” from intelligence agen-
cies (civilian or military) to let them go. Although the intensity of such 
practices has decreased in the post-9/11 environment, even today police hesi-
tate to pursue militants and activists associated with groups generally 
known for their close relationship with the intelligence ser vices.

Poor data collection with regard to crimes and criminals is another ma-
jor lacuna in the system. Many criminals who join militant religious groups 
are not traced and tracked effi  ciently. Even banned militant organizations are 
not well profi led.52 According to a se nior offi  cial of NACTA, many militants 
currently incarcerated have not been interviewed by experts, which is criti-
cal to understanding their networks.53 In many instances, militant organi-
zations continue their publications, and wanted criminals and terrorists 
may simply change their affi  liations to a group that is not under government 
scrutiny. All the while, the police remain clueless.

Again, a discernible lack of coordination among the police force, the 
civilian- run IB, and the military- run intelligence agencies lies at the heart of 
the problem. For instance, to get data from telephone companies (to trace calls 
made by criminals and terrorists), the police and the FIA must send a request 
to intelligence agencies, and the time delay can be crucial to the investigation. 
Aft ab Ahmed Khan Sherpao, a renowned Pakistani politician who remained 
interior minister during the Musharraf years, publicly acknowledged that 
coordination between and among the ISI, IB, police, and the Special Branch 
of the police is far from satisfactory and that intelligence agencies oft en have 
information but do not share it with law enforcement agencies.54

Admittedly, since 2008, the army has been proactive in providing train-
ing to a select group of police offi  cers. Such collaboration in KP has been 
highly praised by the inspector general of police in the province, Malik 
Naveed. In a tele vi sion interview, he mentioned that around 5,000 police 
offi  cials in KP had undergone counterterrorism and combat training by 
army instructors.55 Apparently in lieu of special training, retired army sol-
diers  were recruited by police institutions, especially in the Swat and Pesha-
war districts, in recent years. And subsequent to the government of Pun-
jab’s request that the army help train the provincial police force, the military 
operations directorate in Rawalpindi asked the Tenth Division headquar-
ters in Lahore to support police training.56 Th us, in principle, the army wel-
comes improvement in police capacity building. Perhaps this will ultimately 
lead to better coordination between police and intelligence ser vices in prac-
tical terms.57 A few examples of cooperation prove the utility of such coop-
eration. Good collaboration between Lahore Police and ISI aft er terrorist 
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attacks on an ISI offi  ce and a police training center in Lahore in 2009 led to 
the dismantling of a very important terrorist network, which had estab-
lished a number of big ammunition depots in and around Lahore.58

POOR ANALYTICAL CAPACITY

Eff ective police work is hugely dependent on the analytical competence of 
the law enforcement infrastructure as without access to relevant crime or 
terror data and professional expertise to interpret the underlying trends, no 
eff ective strategy can be formulated. According to FIA investigations, fi ve 
major suicide bombing attacks in Islamabad in October and November 
2009  were planned and conducted by former students of the Lal Masjid (Red 
Mosque), indicating that police utterly failed to profi le these students in the 
immediate aft ermath of the Red Mosque crisis in July 2007.59 All those who 
surrendered (around 1,300 persons)  were initially kept in police custody for 
a few weeks. Similarly, the main culprit in the October 2009 attack on Paki-
stan army headquarters in Rawalpindi, Aqeel (known as Dr. Usman), was 
reportedly arrested by police earlier and also interrogated by the offi  cials of 
an intelligence or ga ni za tion, before being cleared. Both police and intelli-
gence specialists failed to gauge his mind- set accurately. Worse still, the 
attack on the army headquarters was predicted by Punjab police based on 
information gleaned from a computer memory stick found on a militant in 
Dera Ghazi Khan, but to no benefi t, either because of mistrust between the 
army and police or because of poor coordination.60 An overload of intelli-
gence information streaming in from multiple directions also plays a role 
in such warnings not being heeded.

IN EFFEC TIVE STRATEGY

Th e rising tide of suicide attacks all across Pakistan since 2006 has created 
widespread fear and insecurity. Th ough police offi  cials have faced this 
challenge bravely, sustaining a high number of casualties in such attacks, 
the law enforcement agencies have not been able to disrupt the cycle in any 
systematic way. Complacency about the strength and operational capability 
of some militant groups also hinders formulation of an effi  cient strategy. For 
instance, Punjab police as well as intelligence agencies remained in denial for 
some time about the threat posed by militant groups based in South Punjab, 
which allowed the militants’ networks not only to survive but to grow.61 Aye-
sha Siddiqa maintains there is widespread reluctance in the security sector as 
well as on the part of the present Punjab government “to focus on the four 
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main Punjab- based jihadi groups: Sipah- e- Sahaba Pakistan (SSP), Lashkar- e- 
Jhangvi (LeJ), Jaish- e- Muhammad (JeM), and Lashkar- e- Taiba (LeT). . . .  
Th ese jihadi groups could actually be thwarted by a concerted, integrated 
police and intelligence operation.” 62 Even though the situation has improved, 
because attacks in Punjab convinced the provincial government of the source 
of these troubles, critical time has been lost in the pro cess. Th e August 2015 
assassination of Shuja Khanzada, the interior minister of Punjab, in a suicide 
bombing attack conducted by LeJ (in collaboration with Pakistani Taliban) 
shows that the security challenge remains very serious.

IN EFFEC TIVE CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM

Inadequate and defective criminal justice systems are another critical prob-
lem. Th e witness protection system in Pakistan is almost non ex is tent. Con-
sequently, those who testify against powerful criminals and militants in 
courts receive no security. In dozens of cases, police offi  cers investigating 
militants have been gunned down. Th e best- known case is that of Sipah- e- 
Sahaba terrorist Malik Ishaq, whose police charge sheet includes at least sev-
enty murders but who has never had a conviction that has stuck;63 those 
who testifi ed in court as witnesses against him now live in fear of reprisal.64 
Judges face similar security threats, and in many instances lower court de-
cisions in terrorism cases are supposedly pending owing to such fears. In 
recent months, alleged terrorists arrested for involvement in the Islamabad 
Marriott bombing and some major attacks in Punjab Province  were released 
by the courts for lack of evidence. Th e police had to put the individuals 
under “house arrest” aft erward to buy time before challenging the verdicts 
in higher courts.65 Such inadequacies, unfortunately, have also led to extra 
judicial killings as a preferred option for police, as evident in the apparently 
staged “police encounter” killing Malik Ishaq on July 29, 2015.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR REFORM: 
TRADITIONAL VERSUS INNOVATIVE POLICING

Pakistan desperately needs reform of its law enforcement infrastructure. 
Th is need is now increasingly recognized both in the policy circles within 
Pakistan and among donor countries, especially the United States and 
the Eu ro pean Union.66 Over the years, the government of Pakistan has at-
tempted to introduce various reforms to control rising crime and violence, 
but all such attempts— made half- heartedly and reluctantly— have had only 
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marginal impact. Additionally, a change of government in Pakistan oft en 
leads to abandonment of initiatives of the previous head of state. Reform 
eff orts in diff erent provinces are also uncoordinated. For instance, the Pun-
jab government has been working on formulating special legislation to gov-
ern police functioning in the province (Punjab Police Act, 2010), but Sindh 
as well as Baluchistan appear to have moved in an opposite direction.67 As 
Pakistan’s highly reputed former se nior police offi  cer, Tariq Khosa, main-
tained: “In pure rush of blood and compelling parochial interests, Balo-
chistan Government has succumbed to machinations of a ser vice group in 
reviving the 19th century Police Act of 1861 by calling it the Balochistan 
Police Act of 2011. Th is is like putting old wine in a new bottle.” 68

Th e scale and extent of the problem are such that the limited and dis-
jointed reform eff orts such as those described can have little impact on the 
overall situation. Lack of resources is a big obstacle, but merely throwing 
money at the problem is unlikely to bear dividends. Technical issues and the 
need for modernization in police investigations are only one aspect of the 
challenge. Remedies for police shortcomings depend on equally far- reaching 
reforms of the judicial and court systems. All this requires extreme po liti cal 
will. As Frederic Grare, a leading French expert on Pakistan, points out, 
“Capacity building and the po liti cal will to fi ght terrorism cannot be sepa-
rated. Should po liti cal will or real determination to fi ght terrorism be 
missing, capacity building will inevitably end in failure, regardless of the 
amount of foreign assistance invested.” 69

Th ere may be no better moment to press ahead with far- reaching law 
enforcement reforms in Pakistan, given the emerging public consensus 
against militancy and extremism, especially since the December 16, 2014, 
terrorist attack on Army Public School in Peshawar that killed around 150 
children and teachers. Th is trend has provided leaders the po liti cal space to 
make tough, reform- oriented choices.

Th e recommendations for police reform can be divided into two broad 
categories, traditional and innovative reforms. Traditional police reforms 
generally include provision of better salaries and basic facilities, professional 
training, modern equipment, and readily available forensic support, in con-
junction with strengthening of the prosecution sector. Community polic-
ing and refi nement of the legal framework governing police organizations 
also fall in this category. Th ere are no two views about the necessity of these 
mea sures in Pakistan, and the country has embarked on this path lately, 
though without much coordination between provinces and with meager 
resources. In this domain, technical and training support from the interna-
tional community can make a diff erence.
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR TRADITIONAL REFORMS

Th e following recommendations can help the traditional reform aspects:
Implement the original 2002 Police Act nationwide. All the 2004 amend-

ments to the 2002 Police Act, which reintroduced tools of po liti cal manipu-
lation, should be discarded, and the new ideas introduced in the Punjab 
Police Act of 2010, which make police more accountable and encourage a 
community policing model, should be incorporated into the original 2002 
Police Act. All the four provinces, the FATA, the Azad Kashmir region, and 
Gilgit- Baltistan should be governed by a common police act.

Increase public awareness. Th e level of public awareness about the changes 
introduced with the 2002 reforms was very low. As a result, the new mecha-
nisms for ensuring police in de pen dence and opportunities for redress of 
grievances against police high- handedness remained largely unimple-
mented. A public information campaign focusing on citizens’ rights and 
police accountability can help this cause. Lately, the in de pen dent broadcast 
media in Pakistan have started exposing police brutality and are making an 
impact nationwide. Th e government of Pakistan needs to understand that 
an eff ective and in de pen dent police ser vice will add to the legitimacy of 
demo cratic governance.

Focus on ju nior offi  cers. Investigative fi eldwork is done primarily by 
 ju nior ranks, whereas most of the international training facilities currently 
are off ered to se nior supervisory offi  cers. Th is pattern needs to be reversed 
so that ju nior offi  cers have signifi cant training opportunities.

Provide training support and equipment. Pakistan has a poor track record 
in utilizing international aid, especially when it comes in the form of fi nan-
cial handouts. Corrupt offi  cials in Pakistan and foreign private contractors 
from donor countries oft en benefi t most from such aid. Support for investi-
gative training and help in the acquisition of modern equipment (e.g., small 
weapons, scanners, bulletproof jackets, armored vehicles) will be more 
eff ective. Moreover, police training academies are oft en overlooked by inter-
national donors, an oversight that needs correction.70 Finally, foreign donors 
should avoid framing everything in the context of counterterrorism, as Pa-
kistani public opinion is likely to be more appreciative of international help in 
this arena if it is seen as enhancing the crime- fi ghting capacity of police.

Help NACTA in analytical and research work. Th is fl edging or ga ni za tion 
needs both internal and external help in attracting experienced experts and 
analysts who can focus on scientifi c and statistical studies dealing with 
crime patterns and develop databases useful for counterterrorism. For eff ec-
tive counterterrorism and counterinsurgency eff orts, the law enforcement 
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model also needs nonpolicing corrective mea sures, such as developing pub-
lic awareness about the nature of the threat through the media and incor-
porating counterextremist discourse into the public schools curriculum. 
Decommissioning the brigades of militants and terrorists will require 
well- resourced and well- devised deradicalization programs. NACTA can 
spearhead such initiatives if given requisite funds and in de pen dence from 
bureaucratic channels. Unfortunately, NACTA has already been the victim 
of po liti cal turf battles; its fi rst director general, Tariq Pervez, resigned 
shortly aft er taking up the position because of the opposition in some quar-
ters to placing NACTA directly under the prime minister (as opposed to the 
Ministry of the Interior). Th e Nawaz Sharif government, which took offi  ce 
in June 2013, has made a public commitment to empower and strengthen 
NACTA. However, the previous government had made similar declarations, 
but it took them around 4 years to pass the NACTA legislation in March 
2013.71 Time is of the essence for Pakistan’s counterterrorism eff orts to take 
some concrete shape.

Streamline counterterrorism strategy. Th e following mea sures suggested 
by the 2012 Rabat Memorandum on Good Practices for Eff ective Counter-
terrorism Practice in the Criminal Justice Sector72 should be diligently 
followed by Pakistan:

• Protect victims, witnesses, in for mants, undercover agents, juries, in-
vestigators, prosecutors, defense counsel, and judges in counterterror-
ism  cases.

• Encourage cooperation and coordination among domestic government 
agencies that have responsibilities or information relevant to counter-
terrorism.

• Provide a legal framework and practical mea sures for electronic 
surveillance in counterterrorism  investigations.

• Provide for the lawful exercise of pretrial detention of terrorist  suspects.
• Develop practices and procedures to encourage international coopera-

tion in counterterrorism matters.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR INNOVATIVE REFORMS

As is evident from the half- hearted implementation of the 2002 reforms and 
predictable governmental dithering for reasons of short- term po liti cal ex-
pediency, traditional reforms by themselves are rarely enough. Th ey need to 
be coupled with innovative reforms. Two critical ones are described below.
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Restructuring of law enforcement organizations. Th ough Pakistan must 
resist the temptation to create new specialized antiterrorism structures that 
marginalize the country’s already existing institutions, establishment of a 
central or ga ni za tion on the pattern of the Department of Homeland Secu-
rity in the United States will go a long way toward improving coordination 
between various law enforcement agencies in the country. As explained 
earlier, the chain of command for various organizations is complicated and 
dispersed. A restructuring of the overall command setup that brings all the 
federal institutions under one umbrella can help system eff ectiveness con-
siderably. Provincial police chiefs, operating under the executive control of 
chief ministers, can be increasingly involved in policy planning at the cen-
tral level through this new or ga ni za tion. Staunch proponents of provincial 
autonomy will likely be the strongest opponents of such a reor ga ni za tion. 
One way to alleviate their concerns is to involve all stakeholders in the 
decision- making pro cess and ensure that the new institution focuses on co-
ordination rather than on controlling. Th e fact that such experienced hands 
as retired Lieutenant General Moeen- ud- din Haider, who remained min-
ister of interior under General Musharraf, support the creation of such an 
institution indicates that many well- informed voices can be counted on to 
support such a major overhaul of the system.73

Reform of the criminal justice system. Th e credibility of Pakistan’s higher 
judiciary has increased in recent years with the judiciary’s defi ant response 
to former president Musharraf ’s arbitrary removal of se nior judges and in 
the aft ermath of the pop u lar Lawyers’ Movement. Consequently, at the level 
of the Supreme Court and the provincial High Courts, the judiciary is in-
creasingly in de pen dent, though it is also going through a learning curve. 
However, police per for mance faces its fi rst test in the lower courts, which 
are in poor shape, largely for reasons similar to those that plague police 
work— limited resources, lack of professionalism, and incompetence. Th rough 
a new National Judicial Policy, the higher judiciary has already begun in-
troducing major reforms for the lower courts, but considerable fi nancial 
support will be needed from the government to carry this initiative to frui-
tion. According to Pakistan’s highly respected former se nior police offi  cer, 
Tariq Khosa, police accountability through an in de pen dent judiciary is one 
of the most eff ective ways to ensure improvement in police per for mance.74 
Th is idea deserves attention. Another critical issue within this domain is 
witness protection for which police and judicial institutions need better 
coordination and cooperation. Many criminals and terrorists have evaded 
punishments because they  were able to scare— and in many cases eliminate— 
important legal witnesses.



160 | THE DOMESTIC SCENE

CONCLUSION

Pakistan’s law enforcement and police system is by no means too fl awed to 
fi x. Moreover, at least within the police ser vice, there is a discernible desire 
to improve per for mance. In comparative terms, better per for mance by the 
National Motorway Police (Highways Police) and a few eff ective counterter-
rorism operations in the late 1990s show that improvement and reform are 
indeed possible. Th e laudable per for mance of Pakistani police offi  cers and 
ju nior offi  cials while serving in various UN peacekeeping operations also 
shows promise. Lately, many police offi  cials across Pakistan have shown 
bravery in facing suicide bombing attacks. Courageous police offi  cers like 
Malik Saad and Safwat Ghayur, who sacrifi ced their lives while leading from 
the front, have inspired many young police offi  cers in Pakistan.75 Th e KP 
Province is lately witnessing some positive trends in police per for mance ow-
ing to decline in po liti cal interference in police aff airs. Establishment of 
new training institutions (specifi cally focusing on investigations based on 
forensic evidence and intelligence training), required commando training 
for promotion eligibility, and transparency in the promotion pro cess are the 
critical steps being taken in this direction.76

For reform to take root across the country along the lines suggested in 
the recommendations, however, Pakistan must fi rst overcome internal 
 lacunae: po liti cal appointments must end; postings, recruitment, and pro-
motions must be made on merit alone; and corrupt offi  cers must be pun-
ished publicly. No fi nancial resources are required to accomplish these 
goals. Second, Pakistan has to start investing its own funds in enhancing 
overall law enforcement capacity. International donors must understand 
that supporting the larger police and law enforcement reforms is the only 
eff ective way to enhance Pakistan’s capacity to fi ght terrorism. Such sup-
port, besides strengthening the rule of law and democracy in the country, 
will improve interagency coordination for intelligence sharing and joint in-
vestigations with donor countries, which have acquired increased impor-
tance in recent times.
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Pakistan’s economy— which has been struggling with fi scal defi cits, 
high infl ation, declining dollar reserves, and the drying up of foreign 
direct or portfolio investment that could fi nance current account 

defi cits— continues to depend on external support.1 In September 2013, the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) approved a three- year conditional ex-
tended facility loan of $6.6 billion to Islamabad. Th e IMF program was sup-
plemented in March 2014 by a $1.5 billion loan from Saudi Arabia— not to 
say anything about the resilient American aid (see chapter 8).

Economic activity has been aff ected in 2013 by an acute power crisis, in-
cluding widespread blackouts throughout the country that continued into 
the tenure of the Pakistan Muslim League— Nawaz (PML- N) government. 
Th e year 2014 yielded some better news in terms of growth, but the under-
lying structural weaknesses of an externally dependent economy remained. 
For Pakistan to return to a sustainable path of growth and development, af-
ter nearly a de cade of insurgent violence, po liti cal instability, and growing 
international isolation, both the lack of internal consensus and an overreli-
ance on foreign largesse needs to be addressed.

Pakistan is now the sick man of South Asia. If current trends continue, the 
country may well become the most stagnant in the subcontinent; Bangla-
desh’s growth rate is now twice that of Pakistan (table 6.1).

Th is chapter argues that powerful proprietary groups in Pakistan, from 
the salariat to the landed elite to the military, have been unwilling or un-
able to come to agreement on basic po liti cal and economic accommodations 
that would limit their claim to the national fi sc and allow for investment- 
enabling expenditure and space for domestic growth and development. As 
a result, Pakistan has over several de cades been reliant on external sources 
of economic support to fund domestic fi scal and current account defi cits, 
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particularly in exchange for Pakistan’s commitments as a U.S. ally in the 
Cold War and the war on terror. Such foreign assistance, never guaranteed 
at the best of times, seems further in doubt given continued economic stag-
nation in the West and the decreasing relevance of Pakistan to international 
security, as international intervention in Af ghan i stan draws to a close.

PAKISTAN’S POTENTIAL IN COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE

Pakistan could certainly be more successful and more eco nom ically self- 
reliant. It is not hugely diff erent, in terms of its endowments, from the 
“BRIC” countries of Brazil, Rus sia, India, and China and emergent econo-
mies like Indonesia and South Africa (table 6.2).

What distinguishes the BRIC countries from the rest of the developing 
world is their size (population and gross domestic product (GDP), their 
dominance in the region to which they belong, their recent rates of eco-
nomic growth, and their economic potential. Pakistan meets three of these 
four criteria. It has now a large population, approaching 200 million, less 
than that of China, India, Indonesia, and Brazil but more than that of Rus-
sia and South Africa.

It is furthermore located in the region that has high growth potential. 
Several countries in its neighborhood have vast energy resources. Some, 
such as Af ghan i stan, have recently discovered large mineral deposits, which 
may well extend into the Pakistani province of Baluchistan. Pakistan could 
become a key node of cross- country commerce between India to the east 
and southeast, China to the northeast, the Middle East in the west, and 

TABLE 6.1 COMPARATIVE GROSS DOMESTIC PRODUCT GROWTH RATES 

IN SOUTH ASIA, CONSTANT PRICES (PERCENT)

COUNTRY 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 (P) 2015 (P)

India 10.2 6.6 4.7 5.0 5.6 6.4

Bangladesh 6.0 6.5 6.2 6.1 6.2 6.4

Sri Lanka 8.0 8.2 6.3 7.3 7.0 6.5

Pakistan 2.6 3.6 3.8 3.7 4.1 4.3

NOTE: P = PROJECTED.

SOURCE: INTERNATIONAL MONETARY FUND, WORLD ECONOMIC OUTLOOK, APRIL 2012. PLEASE SEE 

WWW . IMF . ORG / EXTERNAL / PUBS / FT / WEO / 2012 / 01 / PDF / TEXT . PDF, 195.
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Af ghan i stan and the Central Asian republics in the north. Its rich human 
resource base should provide what the demographers call the “window of 
opportunity” that will remain open for a period longer than that for the 
BRIC countries.

Its diaspora, estimated at 4 percent of the national population, is located 
in several parts of the world; remittances from emigrants are a key source 
of capital infl ows. Remittances have slowly increased the stock of foreign 
currency reserves in recent months, even as other sources of foreign fi nance 
have dried up. Diaspora populations are also untapped sources of other 
kinds of capital. Th ey could potentially provide valuable managerial, fi nan-
cial, and other skills for reforming and transforming the economy.

Th e country has a rich agricultural sector supported by one of the world’s 
largest irrigation systems, developed initially under colonial rule but ex-
panded later by Pakistani investment, as well as the successful implementa-
tion of Green Revolution technologies. Agricultural production of cash 
crops such as cotton as well as a range of foodstuff s serves to provide for in-
ternational trade in these commodities, to spur the industrial production of 
textiles and pro cessed foods, and to stabilize domestic food supplies. Th ese 
are some of the endowments that could be counted on to produce a better 
economic future. Compared with the BRIC countries, the only area where 
Pakistan has performed poorly is in terms of the rate of economic growth 
in recent years. Th is was not always the case. In fact, the country has expe-
rienced a number of growth spurts over the last half century. In the 1960s, 
the 1980s, and the early 2000s, the rate of GDP growth reached between 6 
and 7 percent a year for extended periods.

Th ese high- growth periods have meant respectable increases in per cap-
ita incomes. One consequence of this has been the emergence of a sizeable 
middle class, numbering between forty and fi ft y million people. Th is is large 
enough to give the economy a sustained push toward a higher rate of growth 
and economic modernization.

Why has the country done poorly compared with its potential? It is 
important to emphasize the link between economic development and the 
po liti cal environment in explaining Pakistan’s roller coaster economic per-
for mance.2 Had the country known greater and more consistent po liti cal 
stability, it would have arguably had a more consistent record of economic 
per for mance. Th e country has tried several diff erent models of po liti cal gov-
ernance and economic management. Th e military ruled for 33 years out of 
the 65 years of postin de pen dence Pakistan. Moreover, during some periods 
of demo cratic rule, the military has maintained an infl uence on policymak-
ing. Th is constant back- and- forth between military and civilian rule has 
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adversely aff ected economic development. Certain periods of po liti cal insta-
bility produced uncertainty about the country’s economic future.

Economies seldom do well in an environment marked by po liti cal un-
certainty, but this uncertainty is a manifestation of something deeper: the 
inability of po liti cal groups in Pakistan to reach agreement on the allocation 
of rents and resources between groups, within a constitutional framework 
that regulates the alternation and distribution of power based on electoral 
success and that prevents the exercise of power by the military. As a result, 
po liti cal parties march on the capital with disheartening frequency, the mil-
itary oft en intervenes in civilian politics, and individual po liti cal leaders 
are oft en as interested in looting the state as formulating and implementing 
growth- enhancing policy. Th e capacity for increased public and private (for-
eign and domestic) investment in value- added activities is dependent on a 
stable environment in which no one group is able to threaten public order 
in order to acquire a greater piece of the pie through contentious means. Yet 
Pakistan’s politics leave us with little indication that such an environment, 
and the po liti cal compact that would allow for it, is forthcoming. Th e lack 
of sustained domestic resource mobilization and investment means that 
Pakistan’s economy relies on foreign infl ows, in terms of offi  cial aid, emer-
gency loans, and remittances to keep the economy afl oat while maintaining 
its external obligations. Such domestic contention and such external reli-
ance have truncated Pakistan’s potential as an economic power.

THE FOUNDATIONS OF PAKISTAN’S PO LITI CAL 
INSTITUTIONS, 1947–2008

Th e civilian rule for the fi rst eleven years aft er in de pen dence was in a con-
stitutional vacuum. Unlike India, Pakistan’s sister state, which constructed 
an enduring constitutional framework within four years of gaining in de-
pen dence, Pakistan struggled for almost a de cade before agreeing on a basic 
framework for governance. Th e 1956 constitution gave the country a parlia-
mentary form of government and a federal structure. Yet this constitution 
survived for only six years and was never put to the electoral test. Th e fi rst 
general election was scheduled for late 1958, but in October 1958, General 
Mohammad Ayub Khan declared martial law. Th e military government 
abrogated the constitution and promised a new po liti cal order.

Ayub Khan introduced a new system of governance under the constitu-
tion adopted in 1962. Th is was a highly centralized presidential system, with 
members of the national and provincial assemblies indirectly elected by an 
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electoral college of 80,000 “basic demo crats,” themselves either elected from 
the population or appointed by the state. Th is created considerable distance 
between those who governed over those they ruled. Ayub Khan’s fall came 
when some of the citizens who felt that they had not benefi ted from the high 
rates growth of the period came out on the streets. Th e army stepped in to 
restore public peace.3 In 1969, General Yahya Khan, the army chief of staff , 
abrogated the 1962 constitution and removed Ayub Khan from offi  ce.

Th e new military president governed under the “Legal Framework Order” 
(LFO). Th e LFO provided the framework for holding the country’s fi rst 
general elections based on adult franchise, in December 1970. Th e seats in 
the National Assembly  were distributed on the basis of population, which 
meant that East Pakistan (today’s Bangladesh) received a larger share than 
West Pakistan (today’s Pakistan), a departure from the principle of “parity” 
between the two wings that was the basis of the two previous constitutions. 
Th e elections produced a majority for the Awami League, a party based 
almost entirely in East Pakistan. Its leader, Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, had 
campaigned on the demand for considerable increase in autonomy for East 
Pakistan. His “six point program” would have transferred most authority to 
the two provinces, leaving the central government responsible only for 
defense, monetary policy, and international commerce. Had the results of 
the election been accepted, power would have transferred to the Awami 
League. Th at outcome was not acceptable to Zulfi qar Ali Bhutto, the chair-
man of the Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP) with strength among urban work-
ers and Sindhi landed elites, which had won the majority of the seats in the 
western wing. Th e result of this standoff  was a bitter civil war in which the 
Indian army, siding with the Bengali freedom fi ghters, defeated the Paki-
stani army and established the in de pen dent state of Bangladesh.

A defeated and morally devastated Pakistan turned to Bhutto, now pres-
ident, to lead the country out of this crisis. He launched a number of proj-
ects aimed at restoring the confi dence of his defeated people. Th ese included 
the framing of a new constitution, initiating a nuclear weapons program, 
representing the country as a leader of the Islamic Conference, and expand-
ing the role of the government in managing the economy. Th e constitution 
of 1973 envisaged a federal parliamentary structure with a fair amount of au-
tonomy granted to the four provinces of Punjab, Sindh, North West Fron-
tier Province (now Khyber Pakhtunkhwa), and Baluchistan.

Bhutto subverted many aspects of his constitution aft er taking over as 
prime minister, showing little respect for the constitution’s federal provi-
sions. Th e promise that the provinces would be allowed greater autonomy 
was not fulfi lled; he was also intolerant of the rule by the opposition parties 
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in the provinces in which his PPP did not have a commanding presence. 
When he called for another election, there was an impression that he was 
looking for a more solid majority in the national legislature that would 
allow him to amend the constitution toward a more centralized presidential 
system. Th e elections held in 1977 showed a massive victory for the PPP, but 
the opposition argued that there was widespread electoral fraud and took to 
the streets, leading to deadly violence between opposition activists and se-
curity forces. Th e postelection po liti cal violence and instability provided a 
pretext for military intervention by General Zia ul Haq, Bhutto’s handpicked 
chief of the army. Two years later, on April 4, 1979, General Zia ordered the 
execution of Bhutto, who had earlier been sentenced to death by the Lahore 
High Court on the charge that he was involved in a conspiracy to assassi-
nate a po liti cal opponent.

General Zia did not abrogate the constitution as his two pre de ces sors had 
done but rather set it aside, promising to restore it aft er six months, yet it 
was eight years before elections  were held under the constitution. Unlike the 
1970 and the 1977 elections, po liti cal parties  were banned and candidates 
 were to run as individuals. Th is National Assembly passed the Eighth 
Amendment to the constitution; its most important clause was the infamous 
article 58.2(b), which gave the president the authority to dismiss the prime 
minister, dissolve the National Assembly, and appoint a “caretaker” admin-
istration responsible for supervising the next general election. With these 
powers in hand, President Zia handpicked Mohammad Khan Junejo, a 
Sindhi politician, who had risen to prominence during the period of Ayub 
Khan. But Zia misread Junejo; the prime minister proved to be in de pen dent, 
proceeding in a diff erent direction from the president. Th e two clashed over 
Afghan policy. From 1979, Pakistan had partnered with the United States to 
launch the mujahideen insurgency to expel the forces of the Soviet Union 
from Af ghan i stan. Th e prime minister opposed the confl ict and the toll 
it was taking on Pakistan. Th e president wanted more time during which 
Pakistan should take the responsibility for transferring power to a system 
of governance that would be durable and bring stability and security. Junejo 
prevailed, and in February 1988, Pakistan signed the Geneva Accord with 
Af ghan i stan, which was guaranteed by the Soviet Union and the United 
States.4 Th ree months later, Zia dismissed Junejo, invoking article 58.2(b) of 
the amended constitution. Th ree months later, General Zia was killed in an 
airplane crash that remains unexplained.

All through the time that he ruled the country as president, General Zia 
continued to hold the position of the Chief of Army Staff  (COAS). Gen-
eral Aslam Beg, the deputy chief at the time of Zia’s death, did not take over 
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as president but instead invited Ghulam Ishaq Khan, the chairman of the 
Senate, to take over as acting president. Khan, immediately aft er assuming 
his offi  ce, ordered that elections be held in October 1988, as required by the 
constitution. Th e PPP, led by Benazir Bhutto, won a majority, and Bhutto 
was invited to become prime minister. But Bhutto was unable to exercise all 
the authority guaranteed by the constitution. She was constrained by an in-
formal extraconstitutional “troika” arrangement, in which the president 
and the COAS shared power with the elected prime minister, eff ectively the 
ju nior member.

In the 1990s, presidents, with the backing of the COAS, freely used 
article 58.2(b) of the constitution to remove elected prime ministers. Ghu-
lam Ishaq Khan fi red two prime ministers by using this constitutional 
provision, Benazir Bhutto in 1990 and Nawaz Sharif in 1993. His successor, 
Farooq Leghari, used it against Bhutto in November 1996 to cut short her 
second tenure. Th is period of quasi- civilian rule was to prove as turbulent 
as the eleven- year period immediately aft er in de pen dence, from 1947 to 1958. 
Seven prime ministers  were in offi  ce during the 1988–1999 period, only 
four of whom  were elected, with the remaining three appointed under 
various “caretaker” arrangements. Mian Nawaz Sharif tried to bring stabil-
ity to this chronically unstable arrangement by dismissing General Pervez 
Musharraf from offi  ce as COAS. Th e attempt failed, and the army took 
power on October 12, 1999; Musharraf designated himself fi rst as chief ex-
ecutive and then as president following a rigged referendum. Following the 
pre ce dent of General Zia ul Haq, Musharraf remained in uniform until the 
fall of 2007, when he appointed General Ashfaq Pervez Kayani as COAS. 
Truly demo cratic rule has been established only since 2008, following pro-
tests that forced Musharraf from the presidency, elections that brought the 
PPP back to power and Asif Ali Zardari to the presidency, and the passage of 
the Eigh teenth Amendment in 2010, which removed the president’s ability 
to dismiss Parliament.

Can we draw from this po liti cal narrative a theory to explain Pakistan’s 
po liti cal evolution from the time of its birth to the time when democracy 
came to be established in an unsteady way as the preferred system of gover-
nance? Several scholars have made such an attempt, most recently Anatol 
Lieven in his masterly work, Pakistan: A Hard Country.5 Pakistan, an in-
vented country, was faced with more challenges than was the case with 
its neighbor, India. Where India succeeded, Pakistan failed, because the 
nation- building eff orts in the two countries had diff erent objectives. In 
the case of India, the eff ort was to create a po liti cal order that could encom-
pass a population of enormous religious, ethnic, and linguistic diversity. In 
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the case of Pakistan, the idea was to make a nation out of a common reli-
gious identity. Posed this way, nation- building eff orts should have been at 
least as onerous for India as they  were for Pakistan, yet the absence of du-
rable institutions from which a po liti cal order can be built in the latter se-
verely constrained the effi  cacy of state building. Moreover, the assertion of 
groups from the military to minority groups to landed classes placed added 
burdens and obligations on a state unable in the fi rst instance to place 
these particularistic concerns within a common po liti cal order.

As a result, there remain a number of unresolved group confl icts in Pa-
kistani society. To begin with, the interests of the military, as a highly or ga-
nized and centralized centripetal institution, have to be reconciled with 
those of the many centrifugal po liti cal organizations that act from diverse 
but parochial interests in cities and towns, representing industries, sectors, 
professions, languages and dialects, biradari communities, and religious 
sects. Th ese interests provide both resilience and weakness to the po liti cal 
system and provide the context for the sustained distributional confl icts that 
characterize Pakistan’s po liti cal economy.

PAKISTAN’S PO LITI CAL ECONOMY, 1947–2008

When Pakistan achieved in de pen dence, it did not have the capacities of 
a functioning state. Th at was not the case for India, which could simply 
take over central institutions from the British Raj. Th ey inherited a well- 
developed capital city, a well- staff ed central government, a central bank, 
and a trea sury to handle government’s fi nance. Th e British left  foreign 
exchange reserves to the partitioned states, 17 percent of which  were to be 
given to Pakistan as its share of these “sterling balances.” Yet none of these 
 were immediately available to Pakistan. It had to create a new state out of 
nothing. Karachi was chosen as the capital largely because it was the birth-
place of Mohammad Ali Jinnah, Pakistan’s founding father, and it had some 
facilities for housing the government because it was then the capital of 
Sindh, a province of British India. But Karachi’s “physical plant” was not 
adequate to accommodate a national government. It was for this reason that 
the decision was taken to maintain the military establishment in the garri-
son town of Rawalpindi a thousand miles to the north, from where the British 
had run their “northern command.” Th is separation of the civilian and 
military capitals was to profoundly aff ect the country’s po liti cal and economic 
development. It took the new government almost a year before a central 
bank was established in Karachi; Jinnah, as governor- general, inaugurated 
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the new State Bank of Pakistan on July 1, 1948, a few weeks before he died. 
Even then, India did not deliver Pakistan’s share of the sterling balances; it 
took a trip to New Delhi by Prime Minister Liaquat Ali Khan and interven-
tion by Mountbatten and Gandhi, before the Indian government released 
the reserves Pakistan was owed.

Compounding these problems was the arrival of eight million refugees 
from India, while six million Hindus and Sikhs emigrated to India. At the 
time of Partition, the provinces that became Pakistan had a population of 
thirty million; thus, twenty- four million people had to accommodate eight 
million immigrants, many of them poor farmers and urban dwellers forced 
to migrate from eastern Punjab and cities in northern and western India 
due to the sectarian violence that accompanied Partition.6 In terms of 
GDP growth, the country initially performed poorly, when the national 
product increased by only 3 percent a year, close to the rate of increase in 
population.

Pakistan’s economic per for mance was transformed under General Ayub 
Khan. In the “development de cade” of the 1960s, a number of Western 
scholars regarded the country as the model of economic development that 
could be followed by other developing countries.7 During Ayub Khan’s 
eleven years in power, GDP increased at an average annual rate of 6.7 
percent, with the economy more than doubling during this period. Th e in-
equitable distribution of the fruits of development would, however, lead by 
the end of the de cade to resurgent Bengali nationalism against the central 
state, the 1971 war, and the in de pen dence of Bangladesh.

In addition to bringing po liti cal stability, Ayub Khan’s approach to eco-
nomic management had a number of salutary features that enabled economic 
growth. Ayub Khan brought a highly centralized approach to po liti cal and 
economic management. Th is had both positive and negative results. To help 
the government manage the economy, Ayub Khan strengthened the Plan-
ning Commission, appointing himself as its chairman. A full- time man-
ager was hired from among the se nior offi  cers of the Civil Ser vice of 
Pakistan to run the Commission. Th e Commission was given the task of 
writing and implementing fi ve- year development plans. Th e Second Plan, 
which covered the 1960–1965 period, remains to this day the most success-
ful planned eff ort by Pakistan.8 Th e second important feature of the model 
was its emphasis on the development of the private sector. Th e government 
actively cultivated investment from migrant trading and banking commu-
nities in order to create an industrial bourgeoisie and facilitated it with the 
help of a trade and credit policy that provided some protection to domestic 
producers while providing them with capital through publicly managed in-
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dustrial credit agencies.9 Value added in the manufacturing sector increased 
by an impressive 17 percent a year during the Ayub Khan period.

Th e third part of the model was to bring discipline to the use of public 
sector resources by the development agencies responsible for launching and 
implementing a variety of government- funded projects. Th e most success-
ful example of this was the Water and Power Development Authority, which 
carried out massive irrigation and power projects funded by international 
development agencies.

Th e rate of growth in GDP picked up because of the increase in the rate 
of investment; it increased by 8 percentage points between the 1950s and the 
1960s. Th is spurt in investment was possible because of the large fl ow of 
external fi nance, the result of Pakistan’s Cold War alignments with the 
United States. Pakistan joined a number of U.S.- led defense alliances and 
was rewarded with large amounts of aid. Th is was to set a pattern followed 
in the future. Th e easy availability of foreign fi nance has meant that the 
country made little eff ort to increase domestic resource mobilization, 
with tax collection averaging 10.6 percent of GDP since 1991. Dependence 
on external capital fl ows also made the country highly vulnerable and 
subject to the strategic interests of foreign powers, which has contributed 
to Pakistan’s recent economic crisis, aft er a breakdown in relations between 
Islamabad and Washington in 2011 and a shift  in U.S. strategic focus, on 
which more below.

Th e model, emphasizing rapid industrial growth, neglected its distribu-
tional aff ects. Many felt that a narrow, Karachi- based economic elite had 
captured much of the benefi ts of state- led industrialization.10 Th is feeling of 
relative deprivation contributed to a mass movement that demanded par-
ticipation by the citizenry in both the po liti cal and economic life of the 
country. Zulfi qar Ali Bhutto, a former foreign minister under Ayub, ex-
ploited this sentiment and launched a new po liti cal party, the PPP, which 
promised to bring “Islamic socialism” to the country.

Bhutto came to power in December 1971 and challenged the Ayub eco-
nomic model on distributional grounds.11 He largely dismantled the institu-
tions Ayub Khan had constructed, reversing most of the policies of industrial 
promotion. His populist policies nationalized large- scale private enterprise, 
bringing under the control of the government industrial, fi nancial, and 
commercial enterprises of signifi cant size. Public- sector corporations  were 
given the authority to manage these enterprises and also to make new in-
vestments in the sectors for which they had responsibility.

Bhutto did not limit his nationalization policies with the real sectors 
of the economy. He also brought under government’s control a number of 
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private- sector educational institutions, to bring equality in the delivery of 
social ser vices. Th e prime minister believed that these institutions only bred 
elitism that retarded the progress toward his Islamic socialism. Bhutto’s pol-
icies and divisive politics did a great deal of damage to the economy and to 
the development of the country’s large human resources. Th e rate of GDP 
growth declined by almost 3 percentage points and came close to the rate of 
increase in population. Moreover, the incidence of poverty increased dur-
ing the period. But the Bhutto years encouraged a winner- takes- all confl ict 
over po liti cal power and economic resources, as Bhutto himself diverted 
enormous resources to favored clients while punishing other groups through 
expropriation of resources and even coercion.

President Zia ul Haq relied on technical managers to rescue the economy 
from the diffi  culties created by the Bhutto administration, even while his 
government favored his own clients, including Punjabi industrialists like 
Mian Muhammad Sharif. Under technocratic fi nance ministers Ghulam 
Ishaq Khan (1977–1985) and Mahbubul Haq (1985–1988), Pakistan essentially 
went back to the mixed model of economic growth it had followed during 
the period of President Ayub Khan. Th e rate of growth in GDP went back to 
6.7 percent a year and the rate of increase in income per head of the popula-
tion to nearly 4 percent per annum. As was the case during the period of 
fi rst military rule, the United States provided large amounts of foreign aid 
in exchange for its support against the Soviet Union in Af ghan i stan.

President Zia ul Haq’s death coincided with the pullout by the Soviet 
Union from Af ghan i stan and the consequent loss of strategic interest by the 
United States in supporting Pakistan eco nom ically. In response to IMF and 
World Bank conditionalities in the 1990s, Pakistan had begun to implement 
“Washington Consensus”–consistent structural reforms. Th is put private 
enterprise at the forefront while the economy was opened up to global trade 
and foreign investment. Th is shift  in policy stance should have pleased the 
offi  cials in Washington, but the nuclear tests in 1998 under the premiership 
of Nawaz Sharif led to the imposition of economic sanctions. Denied access 
to foreign capital, the rate of growth plummeted to less than 4 percent a year 
at the end of the de cade.

Further, weak demo cratic governments, alternating between Nawaz 
Sharif ’s PML- N and the PPP under Benazir Bhutto, in the 1990s further 
calcifi ed the confl ict between proprietary groups over po liti cal power and 
economic resources. Th e military refused civilian oversight and fought for 
control over a substantial portion of the state’s resources, and the economic 
clients of the various po liti cal parties at national and provincial levels com-
peted over the nonimplementation of reform mea sures, public investment 
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in private ventures, and other forms of endemic corruption that character-
ized the period. Even as confl ict over resources increased, the external 
support to the state stagnated; the gradual withdrawal of U.S. development 
aid throughout the de cade led to multiple balance- of- payments crises 
and World Bank– IMF adjustment programs, most of them not seriously 
implemented.

General Pervez Musharraf ’s coup against the Sharif government further 
decreased the legitimacy of the Pakistani state in the eyes of the United 
States. President Clinton’s spring 2000 visit to South Asia almost completely 
bypassed Pakistan, and the president refused to shake hands with Mu-
sharraf. Aft er the attacks of September 11, 2001, there was a dramatic improve-
ment in Pakistan’s economic situation as the Musharraf regime aligned 
itself with the United States as a frontline state in the global war on terror.

For the third time in its history, the rate of growth in the economy picked 
up, averaging close to 7 percent a year. Pakistan’s realignment led the United 
States to renew its economic commitments. Not only did large amounts of 
aid begin to fl ow into the country, but Washington also helped Pakistan 
with debt forgiveness, which signifi cantly lowered its repayment liabilities. 
Th e IMF also came in with a large program with comparatively soft  con-
ditions. Along with generous capital fl ows, the country’s economy was rea-
sonably well managed by a group of technocrats, some of whom  were called 
in from abroad when General Musharraf assumed po liti cal control. Th e 
infl ow of these resources enabled the Musharraf regime to paper over the 
group confl ict over economic resources that had been institutionalized in 
the 1990s.

Th is broad overview of the institutional foundations behind Pakistan’s 
economic per for mance leads one to conclude that the country is structur-
ally able to produce reasonably high rates of economic growth if it is com-
petently governed, po liti cal confl icts are managed, and signifi cant amounts 
of foreign capital infl ows are available. As we will see from the analysis of-
fered in the following section, none of these conditions are now evident, 
which suggests that lowered rates of growth, along with their attendant 
social and po liti cal impacts, may be present for some time to come.

TOWARD A NEW PO LITI CAL ORDER 
AND ITS ECONOMIC COST, 2008–2014

Although the parties that had relentlessly opposed rule by the military won 
the election held in February 2008, the armed forces did not immediately 



178 | THE DOMESTIC SCENE

pull back to the barracks. General Pervez Musharraf tried to stay in power 
as president. But he was eventually persuaded to leave the presidency in part 
because the new military commander made it clear that the president did 
not have his support.

Asif Ali Zardari, Benazir Bhutto’s widower, acted to build a po liti cal co-
ali tion in order to take control of the presidency. He fi rst cultivated Nawaz 
Sharif, the head of the rival PML- N, to work with him to oust Musharraf. 
Sharif was even more opposed to Musharraf following the 1999 coup and 
his decade- long exile under threat of anticorruption charges in Pakistan. He 
joined a “grand co ali tion” or ga nized by Zardari when Yusuf Raza Gilani, his 
choice for premiership, was sworn in as prime minister. Th e PML- N was 
given several important portfolios, including that of fi nance, but the co ali-
tion quickly fell apart. In May 2008, the PML- N left  the government, leav-
ing the PPP, along with ju nior partners, such as the Awami National Party 
(ANP) and the Muttahida Qaumi Movement (MQM), fully in charge. By that 
time, the PPP cochairman had received the indication that the military 
would not support Musharraf ’s continuation in offi  ce. Musharraf, now 
threatened with impeachment, resigned in late August and entered exile in 
London. Zardari was elected president a month later.

Th ere was an expectation when the demo cratically elected government 
replaced military rule in March 2008 that it would uphold the rule of law 
(table 6.3). Th at was the spirit behind the Charter of Democracy signed on 
May 14, 2006, in London by the leaders of the two main po liti cal parties. Po-
liti cal parties joined the civil society movement for the restoration of Chief 
Justice Ift ikhar Chaudhry, who had been removed by Musharraf. Once 
returned, the Supreme Court controversially held that the National Recon-
ciliation Ordinance, an order of amnesty for po liti cally motivated corrup-
tion charges that Musharraf had signed in 2007 in order to allow a restora-
tion to power, was unconstitutional.

Th e Supreme Court’s decision implied the revival of these cases, includ-
ing one pending in a Swiss court, which implicated Bhutto and Asif Ali 
Zardari in a kickback case in which it was alleged that the couple had 
received tens of millions of dollars in return for the grant of a large con-
tract. Th e court instructed the government to write to the Swiss authorities 
to restore the case. Prime Minister Gilani refused to comply, maintaining 
that the Constitution gave Zardari, as president, immunity against prose-
cution. Th is led to the launch of contempt proceedings by the Supreme 
Court against the prime minister.

On April  26, 2012, the court convicted the prime minister of having 
committed contempt, but Gilani again defi ed the court by not resigning his 
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offi  ce. Th e court acted again on June 19 and ordered his removal, issuing a 
“short order” that instructed the chief election commissioner to remove 
the prime minister from membership of the National Assembly and also 
instructed the president to convene the National Assembly to elect a new 
prime minister. Th is time the PPP government chose to comply but in a 
manner that further plunged the country into po liti cal chaos and economic 
uncertainty.

TABLE 6.3 PAKISTAN’S RANKING IN 

CORRUPTION PERCEPTION INDEX (CPI)

YEAR SCORE RANK

1995 2.25 39/41

1996 1 53/54

1997 2.5 48/52

1998 2.7 71/85

1999 2.1 87/99

2000 — — 

2001 2.3 79/91

2002 2.6 77/102

2003 2.5 92/133

2004 2.1 129/145

2005 2.1 144/158

2006 2.2 142/163

2007 2.4 138/179

2008 2.5 134/180

2009 2.4 139/180

2010 2.3 143/178

2011 2.5 134/183

2012 2.7 139/174

2013 2.8 127/177

NOTE: VERY CLEAN = 9.0–10; HIGHLY CORRUPT = 0.9–2.0.

SOURCE: TRANSPARENCY INTERNATIONAL, ALL ISSUES OF 

CORRUPTION PERCEPTION INDEX FROM 1995 TO 2014.
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Th e nomination of Raja Pervez Ashraf, a former power minister accused 
of several incidents of corruption as party leader and prime minister, by 
President Zardari on June 21 did nothing to improve the president’s tar-
nished image or to begin the pro cess of bringing the country out of deep 
po liti cal and economic crisis. Ashraf went on to receive 211 votes, a majority 
in the National Assembly. Th e opposition was generally appalled by the 
president’s move. According to an assessment by the Financial Times, “in a 
move that observers said would do little to arrest the mounting po liti cal 
crisis in the South Asian country, Raja Ashraf stepped down last year as 
water and power minister amid allegations of corruption and failure to end 
the country’s chronic electricity shortages.”12 Th e press had begun calling 
Ashraf “Raja rental,” a reference to the rental power scam investigated fi rst 
by the Asian Development Bank and subsequently by the Supreme Court. 
Th e newspaper Dawn summed up the reaction to Ashraf ’s election in an 
editorial: “Th e nomination of Raja Ashraf was a snub to millions of citizens 
who are suff ering long hours of load shedding in the Pakistani summer. 
In the face of electricity cuts, the former water and power minister was an 
insensitive choice— and an unwise one, in an election year— sending a sig-
nal that the PPP is unconcerned about one of the nation’s most painful prob-
lems. Po liti cal considerations  were obviously at stake.”13

Th e perceived corruption and incompetence of the PPP co ali tion govern-
ment placed the party at historically low levels in public opinion in the 
months before general elections in May 2013. Po liti cal pressure on the gov-
ernment in early 2013 was increasing through mass rallies by Imran Khan 
and his Pakistan Tehreeke Insaaf (PTI) party and a march on Islamabad 
or ga nized by the charismatic antigovernment cleric Tahirul Islam Qadri. In 
March, the tenure of the National Assembly ended, and the Election Com-
mission, on the recommendation of a parliamentary committee, appointed 
the retired judge Mir Hazar Khan Khoso as caretaker prime minister. Th e 
election campaign over April and May was marred by violence in the north-
west and in Karachi, with the Taliban targeting candidates and rallies of 
the PPP, the ANP, and the MQM. Th e elections themselves, held on May 11, 
presented an anti- incumbent wave, with the PML- N winning seats just 
short of a full majority, and the PPP decreasing its repre sen ta tion in Parlia-
ment to less than a quarter of its previous seat strength, though still manag-
ing to outperform Imran Khan’s PTI.

Th e 2013 elections in Pakistan represented a watershed in the resilience 
of emergent demo cratic institutions; this was the fi rst time in Pakistan’s 
history that a demo cratically elected government relinquished power and 
another took up power. Following parliamentary elections, the PML- N 
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candidate for president, Mamnoon Hussain, was elected aft er Zardari relin-
quished offi  ce in July 2013, two months ahead of the end of his term. Gen-
eral Kayani, the COAS, retired from the army in November 2013 in favor of 
the next in line, Raheel Sharif, thus presenting an instance of orderly suc-
cession in military leadership as well.

Th e po liti cal system in Pakistan is currently not without its challenges; 
each province is governed and represented in Parliament by a diff erent party 
or set of parties, and the tensions between Pakistan and the United States 
over the drone program continue. But the po liti cal system has cleared a 
number of serious hurdles over the course of the year, even though recent 
institutional resilience has yet to translate to perceptions of po liti cal order 
and economic upturn, as key economic crises— particularly over power— and 
po liti cal confl ict with outgroups, such as the protests of Imran Khan and 
Tahirul Qadri, continue.

ECONOMIC PER FOR MANCE, 2008–2014

Restoration of democracy aft er de cades of military rule was expected to cure 
Pakistan of many of its economic ills. Th e military had not governed with-
out interruption, as it had in many other Muslim countries in the second 
half of the twentieth century. In Pakistan’s case, it had ruled in three long 
spurts—1958–1971, 1977–1988, and 1999–2008— a total of 33 years. Even when 
it was not in power, it continued to exercise a considerable amount of infl u-
ence on the making of public policy. When the military was directly in con-
trol, the economy did relatively well; its three growth spurts  were all under 
the martial rule. Yet one of the important reasons for the economy’s supe-
rior per for mance during these periods was undoubtedly the large infl ows 
of external capital, coinciding with the early Cold War, the Soviet invasion 
of Af ghan i stan, and the global war on terror.

Th is was possible as the military rulers  were able to take advantage of 
international crisis and quickly align the country with Western powers, 
particularly the United States. Th is happened during the fi rst military 
presidency (1958–1968) when Ayub Khan brought Pakistan into a number 
of defense pacts with the United States following the Korean War and the 
freezing of the early Cold War de cades. It happened again under General 
Zia ul Haq (1977–1988) when Islamabad agreed to assist Washington in the 
latter’s eff ort to expel the Soviet Union from Af ghan i stan. And it happened 
for the third time under General Pervez Musharraf when practically over-
night Pakistan did 180- degree turn and gave up its support for the Taliban 
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regime in Af ghan i stan and became the United States’ partner in throwing 
the Islamic regime out of Af ghan i stan.14 In each case, Washington rewarded 
the country through the provision of copious amounts of economic and 
military assistance, which enabled Pakistan to avoid facing distributional 
confl icts between increasingly assertive po liti cal groups.

Th e provision of these external resources may have contributed to a 
problem of moral hazard, with Pakistani policymakers, sure of their coun-
try’s strategic importance, implicitly relying on bailouts in times of crisis. 
In Pakistan’s case, this has happened repeatedly, with the United States, 
China, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and the IMF coming to the 
country’s rescue at diff erent times in its troubled economic history. An IMF 
bailout was arranged in September 2013, in order to help Pakistan out of 
economic diffi  culties brought on by a current account defi cit that is unfi -
nanced by foreign capital infl ows.

Th e fi rst eigh teen months of the PML- N tenure has brought growth 
up above 4 percent and above- target per for mance in manufacturing but 
underper for mance in agriculture and ser vices. Balance- of- payments crises 
have abated somewhat: foreign direct investment has more than doubled to 
$2.9 billion, and there was an external account surplus of $1.9 billion in July 
2013– April 2014, as opposed to a worrying defi cit the year before.15 While 
Pakistan has survived the crises of 2013, in large part due to assistance from 
the IMF and Saudi Arabia, economic growth is still lackluster and does not 
signify progress toward the structural reforms required for sustained growth 
in the medium term.

Pakistan also remains overreliant on external support and not immune 
to exogenous shocks that could plunge the country back into economic 
crisis. Of much concern is Pakistan’s foreign debt, accumulated over de-
cades of economic relationships with the United States, the rest of the Paris 
Club of creditor countries and the IMF and amounting to $65.4 billion in 
the summer of 2014. External debt servicing in 2014 reached $6.8 billion, 
which was 80 percent of central bank reserves for the year.16 Combined ex-
ternal and domestic debt servicing of over $11.5 billion constitutes about a 
third of the country’s total revenues and exceeds tax revenues when adjusted 
for provincial shares.17 Th e State Bank of Pakistan further warns of a debt 
servicing trap, with weak tax revenues leading to greater fi scal defi cits and 
an even greater share of revenues committed to debt repayment and servic-
ing. Th e dual challenges of the inability to create a domestic settlement that 
involves taxing resources in order for the government to function and over-
reliance on external aid (largely in the form of loans) means that economic 
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instability and fi scal pressure will be reproduced through debt servicing 
requirements for many years to come.

Why was the promise of 2008, when democracy returned to the country 
in a stable form, not fulfi lled? Th is question assumes a set of premises: that 
democracy is good for development and sustainable economic growth; 
that it is good for the more equitable distribution of the fruits of growth; 
that it is good for giving people with diverse and seemingly irreconcilable 
interests and objectives the opportunity to resolve their diff erences; that it 
is good for providing the citizenry with institutional outlets they can use to 
express their frustrations; and that it helps those states that practice it to live 
in peace with their neighbors. If these premises hold, we should expect that 
Pakistan would have benefi ted materially in several diff erent ways from the 
return of democracy. Th e move from a po liti cal system explicitly dominated 
by military priorities to one that is more open and governed by representa-
tives of an active electorate should have produced greater welfare, confi -
dence, investment, and economic growth. Yet such promises have not come 
into fruition a half de cade from the transition to democracy.

Of the fi ve benefi ts of democracy listed above, only one has thus far pro-
duced satisfactory results for Pakistan. And Pakistani citizens have used 
demo cratic institutions to express their frustrations and anxieties about 
their circumstances. Most citizens today are worse off  than they  were fi ve 
years ago, when the po liti cal system began to change. Yet there is no wide-
spread rebellion against the state. Th e extraconstitutional agitations of Im-
ran Khan’s PTI and Qadri’s Pakistan Awami Tehreek, with implicit support 
from the military,18 might have damaged the credibility of the current gov-
ernment but have thus far been unable to overturn it. Citizens of Pakistan 
seem to diff erentiate between the validity of Imran Khan’s charismatic cri-
tiques against corrupt public institutions and the po liti cal practices of his 
po liti cal party and that of Qadri in challenging the demo cratic system.

Th e other four potentially positive outcomes are still not evident. In terms 
of the demo cratic peace dividend, aft er relatively stable relations between 
India and Pakistan over the last de cade, tensions have increased again over 
Kashmir, with Prime Minister Narendra Modi publicly committing to a pol-
icy of no tolerance with regard to insurgents with ties to Pakistan. Th ese re-
cent tensions have stalled the ongoing pursuit of arrangements that put greater 
emphasis on producing economic benefi ts for both sides, through trade.

Second, even aft er an election in which the government changed hands 
to a more pro- business party, the economy is in very bad shape. Th e rate of 
growth has slowed down to the point where it is not much more than the 
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rate of increase in the country’s population. Th is means that not much is be-
ing added to the national product and that those who occupy lower rungs 
of the income distribution ladder cannot draw benefi ts from the little 
economic change that is occurring. In fact, the distribution of income has 
worsened since 2008. Th ere is an increase in both interpersonal and inter-
provincial in e qual ity. Two of the country’s four provinces, the Punjab and 
Sindh, have done relatively well, while the other two, Baluchistan and Khy-
ber Pakhtunkhwa, have been left  behind (table 6.4).

Even in the better- performing provinces, there are districts that have 
fallen behind. And there is growing violence in the country, a consequence 
of both the inability of state agencies to interdict violent actors and perhaps 
of the people not being able to—or not willing to— solve their diff erences 
through demo cratic institutions. Karachi, a city with close to twenty mil-
lion people, is the most ethnically, linguistically, culturally, and religiously 
diverse city in the country. It has twice exploded into violence since the 
return of democracy.

Does this mean that democracy has failed in Pakistan; that for some rea-
sons peculiar to the makeup of the country, democracy has not delivered? 
Th e short answer to this question is no. But the question needs a longer answer 
on why democracy seems to be failing to provide material benefi ts to Paki-
stan. First, although democracy has been established in Pakistan, it has not 
been fully consolidated in such a way as to guarantee that demo cratic insti-
tutions have a legitimate monopoly over policy formulation and implemen-
tation.19 Signifi cant aspects of the Pakistani polity are beyond the reach of 
the demo cratic authority of elected governments and subordinate adminis-
trators, from governance in the tribal agencies to oversight of the overseas 

TABLE 6.4 ALLOCATION OF FUNDS TO PROVINCES

PROVINCE ALLOCATION (%)

Punjab 51.74

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 14.62

Sindh 24.55

Baluchistan 9.09

NOTE: PERCENTAGE OUT OF RS 1,728,113 ALLOCATED FOR 

PROVINCES IN 2013–2014 BUD GET.

SOURCE: FEDERAL BUD GET 2011–2012, MINISTRY OF FINANCE, 

GOVERNMENT OF PAKISTAN. PLEASE SEE WWW . FINANCE . GOV . PK 

/ BUDGET / BUDGET _ IN _ BRIEF _ 2012 _ 13 . PDF, 14 AND 19.
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assets of the richest Pakistanis. Second, po liti cal institutions in Pakistan 
must become more inclusive if they are to be eff ective and produce sus-
tained economic development.20 As more individuals and or ga nized groups 
are brought into the policy pro cess, there will be less exit and re sis tance and 
more scope for the policies and practices of the state to make a diff erence in 
the lives of the Pakistani population. Ultimately, Pakistan needs a more 
durable and comprehensive po liti cal settlement among powerful po liti cal 
groups in order to both consolidate democracy and ensure that an eco nom-
ically enabling environment is not challenged by winner- takes- all politics.

Th ere is hope that the reshaping of the structure of government follow-
ing the passage of the Eigh teenth Amendment and the rebalancing of 
federalism will improve the quality of governance by bringing the state 
closer to the people. But there is also anxiety that the devolution of author-
ity to the provinces could cause disruption in a number of areas. Th ere is a 
par tic u lar concern that unless the pro cess of devolution is managed care-
fully, it could result in the deterioration of public ser vices to the poorer 
segments of the population.21 More broadly, these institutional reforms 
could form the basis of a broader settlement that allows for more resources 
for public and private investment while delimiting the power and resources 
of powerful groups, but this requires both po liti cal will and fl exibility that 
is not evident in this government, reliant as it is on a particularly narrow 
slice of the Pakistani po liti cal universe.

CONCLUSION

Th e 2013 IMF program presents the fi rst real opportunity for addressing 
structural problems in the country, such as chronic fi scal defi cits due to 
rampant tax evasion and productivity- sapping inequity in the provision of 
key social and economic inputs, such as foodstuff s and energy. Th e PML- N 
government will have to address the issues of the limited capacity of the 
state to raise suffi  cient resources for delivering public goods, provide suf-
fi cient energy resources for industrial output as well as  house hold con-
sumption, and at the same time reduce income inequalities across classes and 
regions, control infl ation, and improve the security situation to increase 
confi dence in the country. Th e 2013 elections represented the electorate’s 
feeling that the PPP co ali tion was incapable of addressing these many prob-
lems, and it remains to be seen whether Nawaz Sharif ’s administration will 
be more eff ective over the long term, particularly aft er shocks to its legiti-
macy brought on by the PTI/PAT agitation.
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Yet the capacity of the Pakistani state to implement such reforms is ques-
tionable, given historical experience of powerful groups successfully resist-
ing reform and the narrowness of public debate. In addition, the adjustment 
program has not been embedded in a broader strategy of economic develop-
ment that engages a broader range of stakeholders in society.22

Pakistan is still missing a durable po liti cal order, in which powerful 
groups agree to delimit their extraconstitutional agitations and outsized 
grabs for state resources, in order to enable public and private investment 
and create a po liti cally stable institutional environment. Absent such a com-
pact that would allow for sustainable national development, Pakistan re-
mains dangerously dependent on the support of bilateral and international 
institutions and their calculations that Pakistan is “too big to fail.” And yet, 
as Pakistan has seen time and time again, such external support is both 
fi ckle and po liti cally costly, especially in terms of state sovereignty.

In the future, the nature of this dependence may also change. As the cur-
rent American military focus on Af ghan i stan wanes and Pakistani com-
mitment toward stability has increasingly been brought under scrutiny by 
Congress, economic aid is begrudgingly provided by an international com-
munity that recognizes that Pakistan is, in terms of international security 
and regional politics, simply too big to fail, and by Gulf donors who seek 
their own po liti cal interests in South Asia. In the course of time, this evolu-
tion may have major geopo liti cal implications.
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On December 16, 2014, nine heavily armed militants, affi  liated with the 
Tehrik- e Taliban Pakistan (TTP), attacked the Army Public School in 
Peshawar. An umbrella or ga ni za tion of various Islamist networks, the 

TTP had trained its guns against the Pakistani state and vowed to impose 
sharia throughout the country. Within a few hours, the militants had killed 
145 people, of whom 132  were children.1 Sending shock waves across the 
world and outraging the Pakistani public, the attack put unparalleled pres-
sure on the Pakistani government, particularly the armed forces, to tackle 
terrorism. In response, Pakistani Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif ordered a 
military crackdown on TTP hideouts, and special military courts  were set 
up to deal with captured Taliban fi ghters.2 Remarkably, Islamabad dis-
patched its Chief of Army Staff , General Raheel Sharif, and the head of its di-
rectorate of Inter- Services Intelligence (ISI), Lieutenant General Rizwan 
Akhtar, to Af ghan i stan the day aft er the attack. Th eir aim was to seek help 
from Ashraf Ghani, Af ghan i stan’s new president, to crack down on the 
TTP’s sanctuaries in Af ghan i stan.3 But more specifi cally, Pakistan wanted 
Af ghan i stan to hand over Mullah Fazlullah (also known as Radio Mullah), 
the alleged mastermind of the attack.4 Refraining from engaging in hot pur-
suit of the TTP in Afghan territory out of respect for Af ghan i stan’s sover-
eignty, Raheel Sharif had delivered a strong message of keeping all options 
open  were Kabul not to cooperate. Ostensibly, this was simply a crisis 
meeting between two countries discussing counterterrorism. However, in 
essence, a new chapter had begun in the history of the tormented relation-
ship between Af ghan i stan and Pakistan.

Similar to Pakistan, which used various militant Islamist outfi ts includ-
ing the Lashkar- e- Taiba (LeT) and the Haqqani Network as strategic tools 
to put pressure on India and Af ghan i stan, Kabul had built covert capacities 
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against Pakistan by 2015. If Pakistan was hosting the Quetta Shura and other 
Taliban leadership on its territory, Af ghan i stan had some infl uence over the 
TTP that operated from its territory. In fact, Rahmatullah Nabil, the chief 
of the National Directorate of Security, Af ghan i stan’s intelligence agency, 
openly accepted that the National Directorate of Security have infi ltrated 
enemy networks. According to a New York Times report, “Afghan spies have 
turned some of the region’s most notorious militants into sources and po-
tential proxies, and the intelligence agency has clandestinely taken its fi ght 
across the border, targeting Taliban leaders sheltering in Pakistan.”5 In this 
context, Raheel Sharif ’s visit to Kabul, somehow, testifi ed to the strategic 
impact of Nabil’s (and his pre de ces sor’s) covert tactical successes. Th ough 
the weaker of the two countries, Af ghan i stan has struggled to develop 
strategic parity with Islamabad on the negotiation table. Wanting to make 
sure that the security and po liti cal transition after the drawdown of 
U.S.- led North Atlantic Treaty Or ga ni za tion (NATO) forces from Af ghan-
i stan does not plunge the country into another round of civil war, Kabul 
has per sis tently sought Islamabad’s support in clamping down on the 
Haqqani Network and to curb the LeT’s activities in Af ghan i stan. In fact, 
before the Peshawar attack, Ashraf Ghani, to Pakistan’s delight, had pub-
licly embraced talks with Islamabad and visited Pakistan in November 
2014.6  Diff erences between the two countries, however, remain far from 
getting resolved anytime soon. In fact, the reality check came sooner than 
expected. Mullah Omar, the Amir- ul- Momineen of the Afghan Taliban, 
was declared dead in July 2015,7 and so was Jalaluddin Haqqani, leader of 
the Haqqani Network.8 Resulting in an ugly scramble for power between the 
diff erent factions of the Afghan Taliban, a spectacular rise in deadly bomb-
ings across Af ghan i stan, and a rising profi le of the Islamic State of Iraq 
and the Levant (ISIS) in Af ghan i stan, Omar’s unceremonious exit lay bare 
the shortcomings— both in terms of intent and capacities—of the peace 
pro cess between Af ghan i stan and Pakistan.9

Th is chapter documents the trajectory of Pakistan– Afghanistan relations 
since 2001, their ups and downs, and how the two countries, joined at the 
hip, stand at the cusp of a critical transition in 2015. In order to do so, the 
fi rst section briefl y explains the historical and structural context to Pakistan 
and Af ghan i stan’s contemporary relations. Th e second section documents 
bilateral relations between the two countries between 2001 and 2006. Focus-
ing on the 2001 Bonn Conference and its outcomes, this section shows how 
events immediately aft er 9/11 altered the bilateral relations between Af ghan-
i stan and Pakistan and what impact the Taliban’s resurgence by 2005 had 
on their bilateral ties. Th e third section details how the idea of reconcilia-
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tion with the Taliban got debated and what role Af ghan i stan and Pakistan 
had in making or breaking this pro cess. Th e fourth section details the impact 
of the drawdown of co ali tion troops on the bilateral dynamics, with the 
presence of India increasing steadily. For Kabul, Pakistan had supported 
the Taliban and was ready to adopt a forward approach to shape Afghan 
politics in a way that suited its interests. For Pakistan, however, Af ghan i stan 
was getting unimaginably hostile and dangerously close to India. As this 
section explains, the years between 2011 and 2014 witnessed policy realign-
ments both in Kabul and Islamabad toward each other, until the Decem-
ber 2014 Peshawar school attack. Th e chapter concludes that there are no 
endgames between Af ghan i stan and Pakistan, only new beginnings, better 
or worse.

HISTORICAL AND STRUCTURAL CONTEXT

Th e partition of 1947 aff ected not only India and Pakistan but also Af ghan-
i stan’s relations with Pakistan. Th e two neighbors have been at odds with 
each other over various issues ever since. A historical mapping of bilateral 
contentions between Af ghan i stan and Pakistan, barring the structural rup-
tures of the Soviet intervention, the 1990s civil war years, and the U.S.- led 
NATO intervention, lead to three key enduring themes. First, there exists a 
strong sense of historical wrong among Afghans vis- à- vis the Durand Line 
and the illegitimacy of its widely accepted border with Pakistan.10 Th ough 
the relevance of this issue has fl uctuated over the years, it remains a serious 
contention that is far from getting resolved anytime soon. Carved to delineate 
the British Raj’s zone of infl uence and secure its frontiers, the 1893 Durand 
Line Agreement, somewhat controversially, determined the fate of Af ghan-
i stan’s contemporary territorial construct. It not only incensed the leader-
ship in Kabul, which felt cornered by the imperial disrespect for Af ghan i-
stan’s territorial integrity and po liti cal sovereignty, but also divided the 
Pashtuns living in the frontier region. Culminating in the Th ird Anglo- 
Afghan War of 1919, confl ict over the Durand Line and the illegitimacy of 
the same in Afghan eyes, became an integral part of Afghan nationalism. 
Th e outcome of the war, however, remained unclear on this boundary ques-
tion. Th ough Af ghan i stan won in de pen dence from British Indian infl uence 
on its foreign policy, it had to accept the frontiers of British India as demar-
cated by the Durand Line. According to the Treaty of Rawalpindi (1919), the 
“Afghan Government accepts the Indo- Afghan frontier accepted by the late 
Amir [Abdur Rahman, as decided in 1893].”11
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Th e late Amir Abdur Rahman had not wanted to give up control over the 
northern Mohmand tribal agencies and also viewed Peshawar as an Afghan 
city. Both of these had gone to British India and  were inherited by Pakistan 
without substantial discussions with Af ghan i stan. In Afghan eyes, this was 
not just a po liti cal aff ront to Kabul but also a social challenge to the deeply 
rooted sense of Pashtun nationalism in the tribal areas and South and East 
Af ghan i stan. Th e impact of Pashtun nationalism at the time of Partition was 
refl ective most in the mobilization of the Khudai Khidmatgar movement in 
the North West Frontier Provinces (NWFP) led by Khan Abdul Ghaff ar 
Khan, also known as Badshah Khan or Frontier Gandhi. Opposed to the 
idea for a separate Pakistan, as advocated by the All India Muslim League 
(AIML), Badshah Khan was close to the Indian National Congress (INC) 
and wanted the NWFP to be a part of India. However, if such a  union was 
not possible, then he sought a separate Pashtunistan. Much to the dismay of 
Badshah Khan, neither the outgoing British nor the INC favored a further 
division of the subcontinent by creating Pashtunistan. India’s fi rst prime 
minister (PM) Jawaharlal Nehru, in fact, had lost faith in the idea of a sepa-
rate Pashtun nation during his fi rst visit to the NWFP as the head of the 
interim government of India, in October 1946.12 With the movement of his 
convoy marred by violent disruptions, Nehru lost patience and publicly de-
plored the local mullahs of Waziristan as “petty pensioners,” sparking fur-
ther protests.13 Th e AIML, with support from the local British authorities 
and mullah, had shown considerable po liti cal capacity and activism in the 
tribal areas during Nehru’s tour to make the future Indian PM believe that 
the NWFP was a lost cause. For the Pashtuns of the frontier areas, this was 
a betrayal. Capturing the mood of the moment, a mood that has persisted 
until today in Af ghan i stan,  were Badshah Khan’s last words to his former 
ally Gandhi: “You have thrown us to the wolves.”14

Feeling cheated and stung by the fact that the outgoing British had carved 
a new state next door without discussing potential boundary disputes, and 
that Karachi (then the capital of Pakistan) accepted the territorial limits of 
the erstwhile British Raj unconditionally, Kabul refused to recognize Paki-
stan at the United Nations in 1947. Th e otherwise strong cultural and social 
links between the two neighbors did little to overcome po liti cal diff erences. 
In fact, adding fuel to fi re, Kabul signed the Treaty of Friendship with New 
Delhi in 1950, signaling its po liti cal warmth for India. Around the same time, 
in 1950, Pashtun tribesmen, with support from Afghan troops, attacked the 
northern border of Pakistan and entered thirty miles northeast of Chaman 
in Baluchistan.15 Border skirmishes between Af ghan i stan and Pakistan 
only grew in the 1950s and early 1960s, under the premiership (1953–1963) 
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and presidency (1973–1978) of Mohammed Daud Khan.16 Aggressively pro-
moting the separatist agenda, Daud increased armed activity against Paki-
stan along the border areas during his reign.17 According to a U.S. govern-
ment report, “In 1960 Daoud sent troops across the border into Bajaur in a 
foolhardy, unsuccessful attempt to manipulate events in that area and to 
press the Pashtunistan issue, but Afghan military forces  were routed by the 
Pakistan military. During this period the propaganda war, carried on by 
radio, was relentless.”18 Daud even reached out to India in order to put mili-
tary pressure on Pakistan’s eastern border, only to be refused by New 
Delhi.19 Determined to wrest back what it viewed as Afghan territory, Ka-
bul had clearly expressed its intent on waging a long but limited war along 
its border regions with Pakistan. On September 6, 1961, Af ghan i stan and 
Pakistan severed diplomatic relations.

Th e Durand Line issue has very strong resonance in Af ghan i stan even 
today. Th at contemporary Afghan elite and masses view the border as ille-
gitimate is best refl ective in the fact that no Afghan government, including 
the Taliban regime (1996–2001) that was dependent on Pakistan for its sur-
vival and international exposure, conceded on the Durand Line question to 
Pakistan. Th e border was meaningless for the Afghan Taliban for the simple 
reason that there should be no borders between Muslims. Not surprisingly, 
the Taliban regularly sent offi  cial delegations to the Pakistani side without 
any clearance from Islamabad. For instance, two months before 9/11, a 
ninety- fi ve- member armed delegation of the Taliban visited the Mohmand 
Agency in the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) region. Wel-
comed heartily by the local chieft ain, the Taliban decided to hoist its fl ag in 
defi ance of Pakistan’s authority in the area. Th e visit, and the fl ag hoisting, 
according to the Pakistani media, “revived Af ghan i stan’s claim on the area 
and left  Islamabad shocked.”20 Th ough the issue has remained dormant since 
the U.S.- led NATO intervention in 2001, there remains a strong undercur-
rent of reclaiming Afghan territory or demanding a separate Pashtunistan 
even today.

Th e second enduring theme of this relationship is the fact that the per-
sis tence of the Durand Line dispute and the Pashtunistan issue coupled with 
its confl icts with India has aggravated Pakistan’s territorial insecurities. 
Islamabad’s approach toward Af ghan i stan, to the most extent, is determined 
by the need to quell Kabul’s revisionist demand on the border issue. Th ough 
many academic works correctly link Pakistan’s Af ghan i stan policy to its 
military’s notion of gaining “strategic depth” against an Indian military on-
slaught, there is more to this relationship. As Khalid Nadiri argues, “Paki-
stan’s [Af ghan i stan] policy is the result not only of its enduring rivalry with 
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India, but also of historically rooted domestic imbalances within Pakistan 
and the Pakistani state’s contentious relationship with Af ghan i stan.”21 
Pakistan remains consistently worried that a strong Pashtun government 
in Kabul will revive the demand for Pashtunistan and undertake military 
action similar to that of Daud Khan. It is in this context that former Paki-
stani PM Zulfi qar Ali Bhutto responded to Daud Khan’s border provoca-
tions by militarily supporting antigovernment Islamists like Gulbuddin 
Hekmatyar, Ahmad Shah Massoud, and Burhanuddin Rabbani.22 Aiming to 
build strategic parity with Kabul by supporting dissidents, Pakistan wanted 
to make sure that its western border does not fl are up. Having already 
lost half of its territory and more than half of its population in the 1971 war 
with India over the creation of Bangladesh, there was no way Pakistan was 
letting go more territory in the west.

Th e concept of “strategic depth,” with all its nuances, complexities, and 
evolution over time (when examining Pakistan’s approach toward Af ghan i-
stan), gained pre ce dence in the wake of military dictator Zia ul Haq’s rise to 
power in 1977 and the Soviet Union’s military intervention in Af ghan i stan 
in 1979.23 With clandestine support from Washington, Islamabad decided 
to increase its support to the mujahideen fi gures fi ghting the Soviets. Islam-
abad’s success in bogging down the Soviet forces in Af ghan i stan and mak-
ing the mujahideen dependent on Pakistan made it believe that it could alter 
its geostrategic situation by installing a friendly regime in Kabul and by fo-
menting an insurgency in Kashmir. Th e ouster of former Afghan president 
Mohammad Najibullah (a fi erce critic of Pakistan) and the rise of the muja-
hideen in 1991  were, in many ways, positive returns of an investment that 
Pakistan had made during the Daud Khan years. Th ese events also marked 
the beginning of Pakistan’s direct military interventionism in Af ghan i stan. 
Having failed to secure allegiance from all mujahideen factions and its in-
fl uence over Ahmad Shah Massoud’s Jamiat- e- Islami fading fast, Pakistani 
security agencies decided to support Hekmatyar to capture Kabul using 
force in the fi rst phase of the Afghan civil war. However, it was not until 
September 25, 1996, when Kabul fell to the Taliban, that Pakistan reached 
closest to achieving strategic depth vis- à- vis India in Af ghan i stan. Th e Paki-
stani military, a highly politicized body with its own set of interests, thus 
came to present itself not only as the defender of Pakistan’s territorial integ-
rity regionally but also as the vanguard of the idea of Pakistan. Th is drive to 
support a po liti cal and military force in Af ghan i stan that will not raise the 
Durand Line issue, at worst, and support Pakistan in its confl icts with India, 
at best, has resulted in Islamabad’s constant support to the Afghan Taliban 
and other factions like the Haqqani Network throughout 2001 until 2015.
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Th e third enduring theme of this bilateral relationship is the pop u lar 
mistrust of Pakistan among a majority of Afghans. Despite housing more 
Pashtuns on its soil than Af ghan i stan itself does, and despite sharing a com-
mon history of fi ghting the Soviets, Pakistan could not build strong links 
with diff erent Afghan factions and ethnic groups. Caught in its own web of 
geostrategic reasoning and partisan engagement, Pakistan lost touch with 
the changing realities of Afghanistan—it needed to connect with the people 
of Af ghan i stan. Instead, it fi rst supported the mujahideen against Najibul-
lah, then supported Hekmatyar against Massoud and Abdul Rashid Dos-
tum, then threw its lot behind the Taliban, and, fi nally, resuscitated the 
Afghan Taliban and armed the Haqqani Network against the Karzai gov-
ernment and the U.S.- led NATO forces. Negative publicity did not deter 
Pakistan from pursuing such interventionist policies vis- à- vis Af ghan i stan. 
As the following sections demonstrate, Islamabad played an important role 
in undermining not only the Karzai government but also the co ali tion forces 
and their eff orts in bringing the Taliban to heel. Nonetheless, there has been 
a dual impact of Pakistan’s determined interventionism in Af ghan i stan. 
While it came to be perceived as a bad neighbor popularly, it also tore Af-
ghan i stan’s policymaking circles on the other. For instance, despite accept-
ing Islamabad’s intrusion in domestic Afghan politics, some policymakers 
in Kabul advocated an accommodative approach toward Islamabad. Others, 
however, remained staunchly averse to Pakistan and advocated a forward 
military approach of taking the war across the border into Pakistan. As 
noted earlier in this chapter, the current Afghan chief of intelligence, Rah-
matullah Nabil, belonged to the second camp even though his president, 
Ashraf Ghani, had made Pakistan his top foreign policy priority. Th e follow-
ing sections show how this bilateral relationship evolved aft er 2001 and 
where it stands today.

MANAGING SURVIVAL AND STRATEGY

Th e ghastly events of 9/11 and the subsequent American military response 
in Af ghan i stan came as a serious setback to Pakistan’s Af ghan i stan policy. 
With the Taliban in power, despite diff erences, Pakistan had managed to 
secure a foothold in Kabul. In its dealings with India, for instance, Pakistan 
was able to negotiate the release of three militants from the Harkat- ul- 
Mujahideen active in Kashmir, by facilitating the hijack of fl ight IC 814 en 
route from Kathmandu to New Delhi at Kandahar.24 Moreover, Pakistan’s 
ISI was successfully running militant camps in South and East Af ghan i stan, 
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training fi ghters for Kashmir.25 Entry of the United States in Af ghan i stan 
threatened to bring these activities to an abrupt halt. Targeting Al Qaeda as 
well as the Taliban, the United States had chosen to support the anti- Taliban 
United Front (UF) in December 2001, which had an acrimonious relation-
ship with Pakistan. Not surprisingly, Islamabad, then under a military 
regime run by Pervez Musharraf, revised its policies and accepted all the 
conditions put forth by Washington, namely, that Pakistan would stop 
supporting the Taliban and target militant sanctuaries on its territories. As 
former Pakistani foreign minister Abdul Sattar puts it, “We agreed that we 
would unequivocally accept all US demands, but then we would express our 
private reservations to the US and we would not necessarily agree with all 
the details.”26 Th is “yes, but” approach became the hallmark of Pakistani 
foreign policy toward Af ghan i stan since 2001. A tectonic shift  in the bilat-
eral relations between Kabul and Islamabad, thus, came about in the Bonn 
Conference in December 2001, where the new Afghan administration was 
instituted, and Hamid Karzai was chosen as the president of the Afghan 
Interim Authority.

Attended by the Rome Group, the Cyprus Group, the Peshawar Group, 
and the United Front, the conference was arguably the biggest gathering of 
diff erent Afghan po liti cal factions that remained at odds with Pakistan. For-
mer Afghan king Zahir Shah, a Durrani Pashtun and supporter of the 
Pashtunistan issue, headed the Rome Group. Th e Cyprus Group was close 
to Iran, and the Peshawar Group was mostly representing the Gailani family, 
known for its secular royalist credentials, despite having lived in Pakistan.27 
Th e UF, a conglomerate of various armed factions dominated by non- 
Pashtuns, enjoyed India, Rus sia, and Iran’s support in their fi ght against 
the Taliban before 2001. And as for Karzai, his belief that the ISI was behind 
his father’s assassination in 1999 made him unsympathetic to the Pakistani 
establishment even though his po liti cal links with India, where he com-
pleted his university education,  were limited. Almost every group at the 
conference was averse to Pakistan’s interventionist policies toward Af ghan-
i stan. Th is aversion had strong pre ce dent: between 1994 and 1999, “an esti-
mated 80,000 to 1,00,000 Pakistanis trained and fought in Af ghan i stan,” 
along with the Taliban against the UF.28 However, such Pakistani presence 
mattered little at Bonn. All those groups whom Pakistan had supported— 
the Hizb- e- Islami (Gulbuddin Hekmatyar), Hizb- e- Islami (Yunus Khalis), 
the Haqqani Network, and Mullah Omar and other Taliban fi gures— were 
missing from the conference.29

Even aft er the conference, relations between Pakistan and Af ghan i stan 
 were anything but conciliatory. Th e fi rst step in Pakistan’s “yes, but” approach 
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toward Af ghan i stan had occurred in November 2001 itself. Islamabad, with 
clearance from Washington, had evacuated most of its military and intelli-
gence personnel from Af ghan i stan in an airlift  from an airstrip in Kunduz 
in northern Af ghan i stan. What was little known to the world at that point 
was that se nior Taliban fi gures  were evacuated in the same airlift . Walking 
a tightrope, Musharraf was facing the brunt of the consequences of siding 
with the United States. Former militant groups including the Jaish- e- 
Mohammad, previously very close to the Pakistani army, undertook mul-
tiple assassination attempts against Musharraf.30 Reconciling the domestic 
fallout of siding with the United States and its purported interests in Af-
ghan i stan with the need to support Washington, Pakistan began a covert 
campaign of providing sanctuary to the Taliban leadership and other mili-
tant organizations in the FATA and Baluchistan. In fact, when the Pakistani 
army, under American pressure, began operations in the FATA in 2002, it 
did not target the Afghan Taliban leadership and the Haqqani Network. 
Rather, it provided them with support and shelter to regroup and reor ga-
nize. Th e impact of this support became blatantly visible from 2005 onward 
when the Afghan Taliban started engaging the foreign forces in a campaign 
of asymmetric warfare. Th ey would enter Af ghan i stan, target NATO instal-
lations, and return to their sanctuaries in Pakistan. And later on, even that 
would change as the Taliban started gaining a strong foothold within 
Af ghan i stan itself and continued to harass the Afghan and Western forces.31 
Not surprisingly, this dual policy of supporting the United States on the one 
hand and fueling the insurgency in Af ghan i stan on the other did not improve 
relations between the two countries. Kabul remained averse toward Paki-
stan, with se nior UF leaders in important governmental posts guiding policy. 
Even President Karzai, a Pashtun who had a complicated relationship with 
the UF leadership, did little to calm the bilateral situation. Apart from or-
dering the Afghan army to engage in combat on the border areas with Tali-
ban fi ghters crossing over into Af ghan i stan, he reinforced Af ghan i stan’s ter-
ritorial sensitivity on the Durand Line by calling the border “a line of hatred 
that raised a wall between the two brothers.”32

Pakistan’s determined support to the Afghan Taliban, however, had split 
Af ghan i stan’s po liti cal camp. Despite being publicly averse to Pakistani in-
terventions, and critical of the ISI’s support to the Taliban, the reality was 
that Af ghan i stan was the weaker of the two neighbors. Th ough with sup-
port from American and NATO the Taliban could be kept at bay for some 
years, it was clear to Kabul that this may not be the case once the Western 
forces left  Af ghan i stan. Th ough this debate got acute only aft er 2011 when 
the drawdown of Western troops loomed large, two strands of tactical 
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thought emerged in Kabul early on during the war. According to one line of 
thought, Af ghan i stan should develop capabilities and adopt a forward dip-
lomatic and military posture toward Pakistan. Supporting anti- Pakistan in-
surgents like the TTP and the Baluchistan Liberation Army would be one 
option. Developing asymmetric capabilities to gain strategic parity vis- à- vis 
Islamabad was the key point. In this context, friendship with India becomes 
an insurance against Pakistani aggression. Th e second line of thought was to 
advance mea sured diplomatic engagement with Islamabad and prioritize 
Pakistan over other regional countries, including India. Pashtunistan as a 
po liti cal issue has little resonance in this scenario. Stemming from the fact 
that Pakistan is militarily strong and confrontation with Islamabad is not 
viable, this idea entailed a defensive approach toward Islamabad rather than 
an off ensive approach. Th ough there  were few takers of the conciliatory line 
between 2002 and 2006, Pakistan’s active diplomacy and the changing na-
ture of Af ghan i stan’s domestic politics, as the next sections show, pushed 
many po liti cal leaders in Kabul to advocate, though silently, a more accom-
modative line toward Islamabad.

Th e period from 2002 to 2006, however, was also a time when, much to 
Pakistan’s chagrin and Kabul’s delight, Islamabad’s regional rival, India, 
was making strides in Af ghan i stan. Having supported the UF throughout 
the Taliban rule in Kabul between 1996 and 2001, New Delhi made a spec-
tacular diplomatic reentry in Kabul aft er the Bonn Conference in 2001. Cap-
italizing quickly on changed circumstances, India became the fi rst country 
to open diplomatic links with Kabul in December 2001 itself.33 It reopened 
its embassy in Kabul and its old consulates in Kandahar and Jalalabad and 
also expanded its consular presence in Mazar- e- Sharif and Herat. Identify-
ing its partnership with Af ghan i stan as a “developmental partnership,” 
India started giving huge amounts of economic aid to Kabul and launched 
several big infrastructural projects.34 Th ese included the building of the 
Zaranj- Delaram Highway, the Salma Dam in Herat, a power transmission 
line that provided electricity for Kabul, and a Parliament Building.35 In 
2005, India also started investing money in providing small development 
projects (SDPs) to Af ghan i stan. With its bigger projects oft en coming under 
attack, the SDPs gave India an additional reach in the Afghan countryside. 
Within a few years, India had become the most loved country in Af ghan i-
stan and had developed tremendous social capital in the country. In addition 
to gaining a foothold in the country, India was also trying to balance its 
image in Af ghan i stan. Having been seen to be supportive of the Soviet 
intervention and then siding with the largely non- Pashtun UF, India had 
lost po liti cal capital among the Pashtun communities of Af ghan i stan. Ever 



PAKISTAN– AFGHANISTAN RELATIONS SINCE 2001 | 201

since the Bonn Conference in 2001, New Delhi had been determined to 
change its image in Af ghan i stan and build strong po liti cal constituencies 
across Af ghan i stan. Although this remained largely unproblematic be-
tween 2002 and 2007, India’s presence became more visible aft erward and 
increasingly complicated the bilateral relations between Af ghan i stan and 
Pakistan.

DIFFERENT TYPES OF RECONCILIATION

Th e situation in Af ghan i stan deteriorated rapidly aft er 2006. Th e 2007–2010 
phase saw very high levels of violence and Taliban activity.36 Th e situation 
developed on three diff erent planes. First, the Taliban was back in full force, 
and co ali tion forces  were quickly realizing that they  were losing the war. In 
this context, London fl oated the idea of reconciliation with the Taliban and 
reintegration of these fi ghters, with support from Pakistan.37 Second, rela-
tions between the United States and Islamabad got increasingly worse. Held 
responsible for supporting the Afghan Taliban and its diff erent off shoots, 
Pakistan found little convergence with Washington on Af ghan i stan. Th e 
only common ground between the two countries was the U.S. and NATO 
reliance on Pakistani land routes to transport supplies into Af ghan i stan and 
Islamabad’s fi nancial dependence on the United States given that the Paki-
stani economy was under severe strain. And third, more specifi cally for 
Pakistan, India’s presence had become increasingly pronounced in Af ghan-
i stan. Th is generated concerns in Islamabad that Kabul and New Delhi 
would get together and undermine its security in Baluchistan and the FATA. 
With the TTP training its guns against the Pakistani army, Islamabad’s 
security concerns  were genuine to a large extent but also a result of its own 
militarized policymaking.38 Not surprisingly, Indian assets in Af ghan i stan, 
ranging from its embassy in Kabul to its consulates and personnel, came 
under consistent attacks every year beginning in 2008. With the war becom-
ing a nightmare for the West, bilateral relations between the two countries 
remained fraught with tensions.

Th e main point of disagreement between Kabul and Islamabad emerged 
on the idea of reconciling with the Afghan Taliban. For Pakistan, it was im-
portant that it played an important role in the reconciliation pro cess and 
could set the terms of talks. Having supported the Afghan Taliban, Islam-
abad wanted to make sure that any future po liti cal dispensation in Af ghan-
i stan accommodates Pakistan’s interests and does not bring up the border 
issue. In order to maintain its infl uence over the pro cess, Islamabad arrested 
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Taliban fi gures like Mullah Baradar, who had established direct contact 
with the Kabul government. Given the realities of Afghanistan– Pakistan 
relations and the fact that most of the Taliban leadership was based out of 
Pakistan, the co ali tion members accepted that Islamabad will have to play 
an important role in facilitating the reconciliation. Interested mostly in 
managing a smooth transition and withdrawal, it was imperative for both 
Washington and London to seek Pakistan’s cooperation with the reconcili-
ation. For Af ghan i stan, however, this did not bode well. Kabul was con-
cerned it would not be able to have a truly Afghan- led reconciliation with 
the Afghan Taliban if Pakistan  were to intervene in the pro cess. Karzai, with 
help from his intelligence chiefs, had been trying to reach out to various 
Taliban fi gures clandestinely, but with limited success. Moreover, Pakistan’s 
intervention, from an Afghan perspective, also meant that Kabul would 
never be able to exercise real autonomy and sovereignty in its relations with 
its neighbors  were it to give into Pakistan’s pervasive presence during the 
talks. Kabul wanted face- to- face talks with the Afghan Taliban without the 
ISI watching over their backs. New Delhi, for its part, supported Kabul’s 
perspective and criticized the reconciliation as advocated by London.39

Nonetheless, reconciliation got institutionalized at the London Confer-
ence on Af ghan i stan in 2010. According to some portrayals, Pakistan was 
fi rmly seeking a foothold in Af ghan i stan and was important for ensuring a 
peaceful withdrawal of U.S. and NATO forces.40 However, instead of allow-
ing the pro cess to go forward in the shape and form envisioned during the 
London Conference, Karzai or ga nized an Afghan Peace Jirga in June 2010 
to steal the initiative away from London. By September 2010, he had also 
engineered the formation of the Afghan High Peace Council (HPC), whose 
sole aim was to promote reconciliation on Afghan terms, and not those set 
by Pakistan. Anyone who wanted to give up arms, accept the Afghan con-
stitution, and reintegrate with the Afghan society could do so via the HPC. 
Ranging from low- level fi ghters to the higher- ups in the Taliban hierarchy, 
anyone could have taken this off er up. In fact, according to various Afghan 
sources, many Taliban fi ghters and commanders  were indeed keen on nego-
tiating directly with Karzai, despite their perception that he was an American 
“puppet.”41 Th is, however, could not happen due to Pakistani coercion. 
Either the ISI would arrest the person who wanted to negotiate with Kabul, 
or it would keep his family hostage.42 In the worst- case scenario, his family 
would be killed.43 Islamabad, thus, maintained a forward diplomatic and 
military approach toward Af ghan i stan between 2007 and 2010. It had made 
sure that both Kabul and the co ali tion members did not undermine its do-
mestic and regional interests. As for Kabul, it kept debating how to resolve 
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diff erences with Islamabad in a scenario where there was no way of expect-
ing any change in Pakistan’s interventionist policies. Th is was all the more 
so because, by now, Pakistan had started blaming India for fomenting in-
surgency in Baluchistan and the FATA from Af ghan i stan.44

India’s presence in Af ghan i stan, as mentioned in the previous section, 
grew rapidly throughout this phase. And the more India made inroads into 
Af ghan i stan, the more Pakistan got concerned. Having created a space for 
its own with its developmental projects and economic assistance, India had 
space to maneuver its policy and advocacies. In fact, it became a fi erce critic 
of the reconciliation pro cess as envisioned by London and supported by 
Washington. Every Indian ambassador to Af ghan i stan, in fact, registered his 
disagreement over how the reconciliation pro cess was proceeding and sup-
ported Karzai’s move of instating the HPC in order to facilitate an Afghan- 
led, Afghan- owned reconciliation pro cess. In fact, according to former Indian 
foreign secretary and national security advisor Shivshankar Menon:

We never accepted the idea [of reconciliation] the way it was presented by 
Britain. Never. Th e idea that reconciliation per se as reconciliation qua 
reconciliation is good, we never accepted that idea. We have always ac-
cepted the idea of reconciliation on certain basic terms i.e. accepting the 
Afghan constitution, and that they [the Taliban] will have to come back to 
the mainstream, and that the fi ghting and the weapons had to stop. Now 
there is a chicken and egg problem  here. Th e British approach has always 
been that these are the end results of reconciliation. We have said how can 
you reconcile with somebody who is still carry ing weapons, waging war 
against a state, does not accept the constitution or the legality of the gov-
ernment, and disenfranchises half the country— all the women— what are 
you reconciling with  here? Th at’s not reconciliation . . .  it’s capitulation.45

Similarly, the former Indian ambassador to Af ghan i stan Gautam Muk-
hopadhaya thought that there  were two models of reconciliation, the 
 Afghan model and the Western model. While the Afghan model was the 
one initiated by Karzai and had Mukhopadhaya’s support, the Western model 
remained  contentious:

Th e Western Model has nothing to do with Af ghan i stan’s interests if you 
ask me. . . .  Aft er initially trying [to negotiate] through Tayyab Agha [and 
that] thing not working out, [the West] . . .  fi nally [said] that Pakistan is 
essential to Af ghan i stan. And this argument almost seemed diffi  cult to 
oppose. But it also meant giving Pakistan a front seat and eventually— 
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either its proxies or it and both probably— once again a hand in Af ghan i-
stan to control things from inside. And that is fl awed.46

Th ough India had little impact on how the actual reconciliation took 
place, it did provide the moral and diplomatic support that Kabul needed 
when it came under severe attack from Washington and other Western cap-
itals, as well as Pakistan, for not cooperating. In fact, the reconciliation pro-
cess failed within a couple of years. Burhanuddin Rabbani, the fi rst head of 
the HPC, was assassinated in September 2011. Kabul blamed the Quetta 
Shura (indirectly Pakistan) for the assassination but continued the pro cess. 
By 2013, however, what ever hopes  were left  for the reconciliation to proceed, 
be it the Afghan model or the Western model, had faded. Washington had 
decided to cut its losses and wrap up its mission by the end of 2014 and 
had initiated an in de pen dent dialogue with the Afghan Taliban, incensing 
both Af ghan i stan and Pakistan.

DRAWDOWN AND SECURITY DILEMMAS

Seeking a po liti cal solution to the war, the Afghan Taliban opened an offi  ce 
in Doha, Qatar, in January 2013.47 Mostly aimed at the United States and the 
United Kingdom, the Taliban wanted to gain po liti cal legitimacy as the co-
ali tion forces withdrew from Af ghan i stan. A direct line of communication 
between the co ali tion members and the Afghan Taliban, however, meant 
that Pakistan’s and Af ghan i stan’s role would become marginal. Nonethe-
less, this was a model, as Mukhopadhaya noted, that suited the co ali tion 
forces. Th at the Doha pro cess weakened Kabul’s hand in dealing with the 
Afghan Taliban was not lost on Washington. However, with domestic pub-
lic opinion staunchly against continuation of combat, the United States had 
decided to go ahead with it. As a result, Karzai, already on bad terms with 
his Western patrons, who had once installed him to power, canceled all talks 
with the Afghan Taliban from his side. Adding insult to injury, he even re-
fused to discuss, let alone sign, the Bilateral Security Agreement (BSA) with 
the United States.48 Th e BSA was critical for various reasons. To the United 
States, it provided a comprehensive po liti cal framework for the stationing 
of troops in Af ghan i stan aft er 2014. Additionally, it provided American 
soldiers with immunity from the Afghan legal system. Karzai’s refusal to 
engage on the BSA was surprising for many, including Pakistan. While some 
analysts thought that Kabul was undertaking brinkmanship diplomacy, 
others thought that the question of legacy and what he left  Af ghan i stan with 
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aft er stepping down directed Karzai’s behavior. Th e reality, however, was 
that the Afghan government, despite its many successes, did not have the 
fi nancial, po liti cal, and military capacity to run Af ghan i stan without West-
ern aid. Struggling to pay salaries to its public- sector employees, the Afghan 
government was facing severe internal problems, which, if left  unaddressed, 
could lead to the breakdown of the state system. Moreover, all other opposi-
tion po liti cal leaders in Kabul  were open to signing the BSA.

As Karzai’s relations with Pakistan and the United States deteriorated 
over the signing of the BSA, he got support from India and China. Th is was 
despite New Delhi’s and Beijing’s conviction that, in the short term, the BSA 
was critical for maintaining stability and security in Af ghan i stan. Such sup-
port was critical for Karzai given that Pakistan, and even Washington, had 
started to blame him for being the ultimate “obstacle” to peace and reconcili-
ation in Af ghan i stan.49 To aggravate Karzai’s po liti cal situation further, 
Islamabad was aggressively opening channels with his opponents, includ-
ing Abdullah Abdullah, Abdul Rashid Dostum, Ahmad Zia and Ahmad 
Wali Massoud, Haji Mohammad Mohaqiq, and other mainstream po liti cal 
leaders of Af ghan i stan. In 2013, Ahmad Wali Massoud described the posi-
tion of various po liti cal factions that formed the UF before 2001, toward 
Pakistan, as  such:

Pakistan at the moment is lobbying enormously to make friends with all 
the northerners. Enormously. . . .  And we feel that we are in a very vulner-
able situation as the international community is leaving and our leaders 
[Karzai] are not as good. So we accept what ever policy they [Pakistan] have. 
So they are very active on the contrary [to India], very very active. And you 
don’t hear many voices from those [former UF] leaders about Pakistan. 
Because they [Pakistan] come not illogically, they come with logic.50

If in 2002 Kabul was debating its approach toward Pakistan, and the 
former UF factions opposed an accommodative approach, by 2014 the tables 
had turned. Karzai’s po liti cal opponents, including previous UF faction 
leaders,  were now open to negotiating with Pakistan and accommodating 
its interests. Th ough legitimizing this publicly would have been diffi  cult, the 
po liti cal undercurrents in Af ghan i stan  were evolving quickly. Adopting a 
combative approach toward Pakistan started to lose its sheen in the light of 
the drawdown. In fact, Islamabad’s active diplomacy had almost convinced 
Karzai’s po liti cal opponents that negotiating an arrangement with Pakistan 
was in the best of their interests. Th ere  were two reasons for this. First, as 
Massoud noted, the drawdown of co ali tion troops had increased existential 
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anxieties among diff erent po liti cal factions. If the Afghan Taliban  were set 
to make a reentry into Af ghan i stan, it was best to keep them away from the 
northern areas and Kabul. Second, there was another critical sociopo liti cal 
reason for these realignments. Most former UF members or non- Pashtun 
po liti cal factions had already secured their po liti cal and military bases. 
Th ere was little to gain from a rivalry with Pakistan. Th e Pashtunistan issue 
had little resonance among non- Pashtuns, and recognition of the Durand 
Line was not necessarily a taboo subject for these groups and communities. 
However, such was not the case for Pashtun leaders. Not only  were the 
Pashtun- dominated South and East Af ghan i stan eco nom ically poor, but 
they had also faced the biggest brunt of war. In this context, if negotiating 
with Pakistan was not an option for Karzai’s domestic po liti cal posturing 
among Pashtuns, combating Islamabad was not necessary for factions that 
had a non- Pashtun regional base.

Th ere  were valid reasons for Kabul to debate or re orient its policies to-
ward Pakistan and reduce its links with India. On May 23, 2014, before the 
results of the Afghan national elections, four heavily armed militants from 
the LeT attacked the Indian consulate in Herat in West Af ghan i stan.51 In 
the lengthy battle that ensued, the Indo- Tibetan Border Police soldiers 
guarding the consulate with support from the Afghan security forces killed 
all assailants. A clear po liti cal signal from Pakistan to India, the attack came 
three days before Narendra Modi, the new PM of India from the Hindu na-
tionalist Bharatiya Janata Party, took oath to offi  ce. Th e latest in a series of 
attacks on Indian assets in Af ghan i stan since 2008, the attack captured 
India’s and Pakistan’s exacerbating security dilemma in Af ghan i stan as the 
co ali tion forces withdrew. For one, Pakistan’s message was straightforward, 
that is, it was averse to India’s growing presence in Af ghan i stan. An attack 
on the Indian consulate in Herat also showed that Pakistan had capabilities 
to undertake covert coercive action all over Af ghan i stan and not just in the 
Pashtun- dominated southern and eastern provinces. For India, the choices 
 were becoming increasingly stark. Maintaining a civilian and diplomatic 
presence in Af ghan i stan was getting costlier— both in terms of money and 
lives— and removing personnel would mean compromising national inter-
ests. To complicate matters further, New Delhi suspended bilateral talks 
with Pakistan on Kashmir in August 2014.52 Soon aft er, the South Asian ri-
vals exchanged unpre ce dented artillery and small- arms fi re along the Line 
of Control.53 In early December 2014, the LeT successfully executed a dar-
ing attack on an Indian army garrison in Kashmir in which eleven Indian 
soldiers  were killed.54 All the while, Af ghan i stan itself was witnessing a 
frightful increase in suicide attacks or ga nized by the Haqqani Network.55
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Emergence of Ashraf Ghani as the president of Af ghan i stan in Septem-
ber 2014, aft er many rounds of negotiations in what was considered a highly 
tainted national election, unraveled Af ghan i stan’s regional and domestic 
priorities.56 An economist by training who had spent most of his life in the 
West, Ghani not only was open to signing the BSA— which he did soon 
aft er taking offi  ce— but was open to engaging with Pakistan to resolve bilat-
eral diff erences. His fi rst round of international trips, not surprisingly,  were to 
Saudi Arabia, China, and Pakistan. India, for now, was off  his list. In fact, just 
before visiting Islamabad, reports started pouring in that Ghani had shelved a 
request for lethal arms from New Delhi that Karzai had made in 2013.57 Kabul 
was now openly courting Islamabad with the hope of ensuring stability in 
Af ghan i stan. Pakistan, Ghani hoped, would do this by halting support to 
elements like the Haqqani Network and the Afghan Taliban based on Paki-
stani soil. In return, Kabul would make sure that Afghan territory is not used 
by anti- Pakistan elements. Ghani was addressing Pakistan’s concerns of 
Af ghan i stan being used by India to destabilize Baluchistan. Nonetheless, in 
reality, Kabul was witnessing a fearful increase in violence as 2014 came to an 
end. And Pakistan itself saw a steady increase in attacks by the TTP, with the 
Peshawar school attack being one of the most spectacular and inhuman.

MULLAH OMAR NO MORE: CRISIS OR OPPORTUNITY?

Th e situation in Af ghan i stan evolved on four diff erent, but deeply intercon-
nected, axes in 2015. First, domestic Afghan politics stabilized somewhat 
aft er the turbulence of the 2014 national elections. Ashraf Ghani, with strong 
international support— both fi nancial and political— was able to assert his 
authority in Kabul. Th ough his pre de ces sor, Hamid Karzai, challenged 
Ghani’s pro- Pakistan approach,58 their diff erences  were ironed out quickly 
if not completely.59 Second, divisions within the Afghan Taliban  were get-
ting increasingly acute. Commanders— Mullah Abdul Qayum Zakir and 
Mullah Akhtar Mansour— and their followers  were getting increasingly un-
comfortable with each other. Both Zakir and Mansour  were old timers in 
the Afghan Taliban and had been close to Mullah Omar at diff erent points 
in time. Lately, however, it was Mansour who had been communicating 
messages of the Amir- ul- Momineen to the latter’s followers and to the 
world. Mansour also had the ear and blessings of the ISI. Th e Afghan Tali-
ban’s Doha offi  ce, on the other hand, became increasingly irrelevant. Un-
abated attacks all over Af ghan i stan made it clear that the representatives in 
Qatar had little control over their military counterparts.
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Th ird, bilateral relations between Af ghan i stan and Pakistan improved 
considerably in the wake of Ashraf Ghani’s experimental and cautious out-
reach toward Pakistan. With support from the United States and China, 
a low- key (though not entirely secret) meeting between Afghan offi  cials, 
select Afghan Taliban fi gures, and Pakistani offi  cials was held in Urumqi 
in China on May 19–20.60 Interestingly, the spy agencies of Af ghan i stan and 
Pakistan— considered to be enemies for decades— also signed a Memoran-
dum of Understanding (MoU) on intelligence sharing that shocked many 
observers within and outside Af ghan i stan.61 Th e success of this experiment, 
however, depended on Pakistan’s willingness and capacity to bring diff er-
ent Afghan Taliban factions to the table, not all of whom  were interested in 
talking. Essentially, Pakistan had to convince not just any Afghan Taliban 
faction, but had to bring on board those factions that  were militarily potent. 
And fourth, amid all these developments, a new player was emerging on the 
geopo liti cal landscape of South Asia and Af ghan i stan: the Islamic State of 
Iraq and Levant (ISIS), also known as Daesh. Th e presence of ISIS was both 
a curse and a blessing. Curse, because it would add another layer of security 
challenge for most South Asian countries, including India. Blessing, because 
it would off er a platform for Af ghan i stan and Pakistan— and potentially, 
despite the odds, even India and Pakistan— against a common enemy. Not 
surprisingly, in an astute move, Ashraf Ghani began to change the narrative 
by labeling ISIS as the “biggest threat” to stability and security in Af ghan-
i stan and the world.62 Whether ISIS in the Middle East had any operational 
linkages with militants in Af ghan i stan and South Asia, remained unex-
amined. Th e situation was evolving on predictable lines on all these axes 
during the fi rst half of 2015. Th en all hell broke loose.

In late July 2015, news leaked out that Mullah Omar, the elusive leader of 
the Afghan Taliban, had been dead since April 2013. Soon aft er, the death of 
Jalaluddin Haqqani also broke out in the news wires. Two stalwarts of the 
Afghan insurgency, one real and the other mythical,  were out of play simul-
taneously. Occurring soon aft er the fi rst round of what became known as 
the “Murree Peace Pro cess,” the unceremonious revelation of the deaths of 
Mullah Omar and Jalaluddin Haqqani disturbed all the four axes men-
tioned above. Mullah Omar, a myth of great proportions, was also a fi gure 
whose existence glued diff erent Afghan Taliban factions together, despite 
his operational irrelevance. Confi rmation of Omar’s death made the rift s 
between Zakir and Mansour factions highly apparent, and more brutal. 
Clashes between members of the two factions increased as the Zakir faction, 
with support from Mullah Omar’s son Mullah Yacoob, challenged Mansour’s 
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rise as the leader of the Afghan Taliban and castigated him for keeping 
Omar’s death a secret for more than two years. In fact, Mansour’s elevation 
with help from the ISI, and the rise of Sirajuddin Haqqani (Jalaluddin’s 
son) as his second- in- command, made him anathema in many Afghan Tali-
ban circles.63 For the faction led by Mullah Zakir, Mullah Yacoob was the 
legitimate heir of Mullah Omar, despite the latter’s inexistent credentials as 
a leader. Even Tayyab Agha, the Afghan Taliban representative who had 
been acting as the spokesperson of the Taliban from Doha, resigned in pro-
test. Such protests, however, failed to make any impact.

Mullah Mansour’s and Sirajuddin Haqqani’s contested rise made it 
amply clear that the “Murree Peace Pro cess” was Pakistan- led and Pakistan- 
owned, and not Afghan- led nor Afghan- owned. Pakistan had been able to 
convince some Taliban factions— namely those led by Mullah Mansour—
to come to the negotiations table (only for a brief while). Rawalpindi would 
now have to make sure that these factions remained militarily strong but 
continue to engage in a dialogue. Th is was a dilemma in itself, since if the 
Mansour faction was strong militarily and remained confi dent of defeating 
the Afghan forces (as they had already demonstrated in many parts of Af-
ghan i stan), then why would they talk? However, a se nior Pakistani offi  cer, 
soon aft er the fi rst round of talks in the Pakistani hill station of Murree, 
said, “Th ere are people who want to talk and there could be people who 
would want to fi ght. But the group that has the largest number of fi ghters 
on the ground and is able to make an impact will have the sway. And that is 
the mainstream group that is holding the talks.” 64 Th e Afghan Taliban— 
specifi cally the Mansour faction— had made strenuous eff orts to strengthen 
its territorial control in Af ghan i stan before coming to the negotiation table 
in Murree. In fact, by May 2015, the Afghan Taliban had come to dominate 
a large swath of territories in South, East, and pockets of north Af ghan i stan. 
Th e scenario looked heartbreakingly similar to that of the late 1980s and 
early 1990s, when the mujahideen and the Afghan communists fought 
pitched battles to capture big cities. Some of the worst fi ghting, in fact, took 
place in and around the city of Kunduz, about 310 miles north of Kabul.65 
However, in contrast to the post- Soviet scenario, this time around the situ-
ation on the ground was much more complex. Also, again unlike the post- 
Soviet scenario, in which Pakistan had had some degree of infl uence on and 
limited legitimacy among diff erent mujahideen factions, this time around, 
Pakistan had very little of either. Despite the illusion of control over the fac-
tion led by Mullah Mansour and Sirajuddin Haqqani, Pakistan was unable 
to deliver what Ashraf Ghani had been seeking desperately— a reduction in 
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violence in Af ghan i stan. All this happened despite Kabul’s targeting of 
those TTP and ISIS elements— Hafeez Sayeed, Gul Zaman, and Shahidul-
lah Shahid—on Pakistan’s request.66

On August 10, 2015, a massive bomb blast rocked Kabul, killing scores of 
people.67 Th is blast was one of many that had come to wreak havoc in Af-
ghan i stan, but its intensity had shocked most Afghans. Th e attack showed 
that if Pakistan was expecting to convert Mullah Omar’s death into an op-
portunity to consolidate its control over the Afghan Taliban and then get 
them to talk to Kabul, it was failing miserably. Soon aft er becoming the 
chief, Mansour made a statement seeking continuation of armed attacks in 
Af ghan i stan.68 Th e intensity of the blast and the high number of casualties 
broke the fragile but developing Afghanistan– Pakistan bilateral axis. In a 
public address, Ashraf Ghani caustically told his  neighbors:

In the middle of the night, at 1:30 a.m., doomsday descended upon our 
people. It  wasn’t an earthquake, it  wasn’t a storm, it was human hand. . . .  
I ask the people and the government of Pakistan: If a massacre such as the 
one that occurred in Shah Shaheed had happened in Islamabad and the 
perpetrators had sanctuaries in Af ghan i stan, had offi  ces and training cen-
ters in our major cities, how would you react?69

Was there an implicit threat in Ghani’s statement? Th e answer to this ques-
tion will become clearer in the coming months or years. What is evident, 
however, is the failure of the experiment that Ghani undertook—at huge 
domestic po liti cal risk—in engaging with Pakistan without any precondi-
tions. More worryingly, all those militants in Af ghan i stan who are getting 
disillusioned with their leadership are fi nding a credible platform— ISIS—
to preach Islam and practice war. Th e death of Mullah Omar, critically, lib-
erated the situation from hard questions over operational linkages between 
the actual ISIS and militants in Af ghan i stan and Pakistan.

What was India doing all this time? With its own bilateral relations with 
Pakistan spiraling downwards, India maintained a studious silence on the 
Af ghan i stan issue. Despite having supported Ashraf Ghani’s government, 
New Delhi remained skeptical at best of his outreach to Pakistan. While no 
offi  cial denunciation was made, se nior offi  cials in the Ministry of External 
Aff airs and the Prime Minister’s Offi  ce made their reservations clear in un-
offi  cial channels. “We would like a strong, sovereign, and stable Af ghan i-
stan that does not bow down to external blackmail. If Kabul wants to achieve 
this by engaging with Pakistan, then so be it. Despite our reservations 
about this pro cess, we cannot interfere in Af ghan i stan’s domestic aff airs,” 
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said a serving Indian offi  cial.70 According to many analysts, India had ef-
fectively been sidelined as the Afghanistan– Pakistan dialogue took mo-
mentum with support from international powers including China, Rus sia, 
and the United States.71 With the international community encouraging 
talks, India’s criticism that the pro cess was not “Afghan- led and Afghan- 
owned” lost its impact. On the contrary, Pakistan succeeded in keeping In-
dia at bay as New Delhi meekly watched from the margins. Th ough correct, 
this analysis describes only part of the full picture.

India did not want to be a part of this Afghanistan– Pakistan peace pro-
cess from the very beginning. Despite its silence, New Delhi was far from 
being a mute spectator in Af ghan i stan. On the contrary, it had been con-
solidating its relations with those po liti cal factions within Af ghan i stan who 
had doubted this pro cess from the start, such as Hamid Karzai, as well as 
those Afghan Taliban fi gures who had been left  out in the cold. While some 
offi  cials in New Delhi genuinely wanted a dialogue between Kabul and 
Islamabad (or Rawalpindi), there  were others who had been waiting for the 
precise moment when Pakistan would take the lead in the talks, and then 
fail. According to retired Indian intelligence offi  cials, ISI will not be able 
to control or manipulate all factions of the Taliban, whereas India has the 
wisdom to wait and exploit.72 As mentioned earlier in this chapter, India 
did not believe in a pro cess where the terms of talks  were not set at the be-
ginning—an approach British offi  cials had abided by religiously. Abiding 
by such a process—in which one party had expressly sought India’s disap-
pearance from the Afghan landscape— was unacceptable to New Delhi. Th e 
Indian approach toward Af ghan i stan was best articulated by one of its top 
strategic analysts, C. Raja Mohan, a week before the Kabul  bombing:

Th e Pakistan army may not have either the material resources or the po-
liti cal vision to construct an inclusive and durable state structure in Kabul. 
Th e gap between Pakistan’s strategic ambition in Af ghan i stan and its 
national capability might inevitably set the stage for the next round of 
blood- letting on India’s northwestern frontiers.73

CONCLUSION

Many South Asia analysts predicted a less than promising security scenario 
for South Asia and Af ghan i stan in 2011. In 2015, unfortunately, this prognosis 
stands vindicated. As the West wraps up its military presence in Af ghan i stan, a 
fresh chapter of confl ict and violence is opening up between Af ghan i stan 
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and Pakistan. Even India and Pakistan remain at odds, with border clashes 
on the rise. Two questions emerge from these recent historical trends: First, 
will Pakistan, despite its current inability to deliver on the peace pro cess, 
cooperate with a po liti cally and eco nom ically weak Kabul in the coming 
years? A fi erce debate rages on this question. For some, Pakistan’s policy of 
interference in Af ghan i stan’s domestic aff airs will not change regardless of 
Kabul’s off ers. If Pakistan did not give up support to militant groups while 
the West was militarily engaged in the region, why will it do so now? With 
its core interests remaining the same—to legitimize the Durand Line as an 
international border and have a friendly government in Kabul that main-
tains distance from New Delhi— there is little scope for an overhaul in Pa-
kistan’s strategic calculus vis- à- vis Af ghan i stan. Th e Pakistani security es-
tablishment’s support to the Haqqani Network and its role in resuscitating 
the Taliban insurgency in Af ghan i stan since 2003 are considered defi nite 
markers of Pakistan’s intent in Af ghan i stan. Adding potency to this argu-
ment is Pakistan’s skillful management of its Af ghan i stan policy despite 
being under tremendous pressure from the West to tame or attack the Tali-
ban. Th e costs of targeting militants that Pakistan had created in the fi rst 
place (to target India and Af ghan i stan) are too high (more so than burning 
bridges with Washington). Making enemies with all these radical elements, 
which have their own ideological and or gan i za tional complexities and dy-
namism, is beyond the capacity or intent of the Pakistani military. As a 
result, Pakistan targets only those militants that it sees as a direct threat 
to the Pakistani establishment. Th ese included some select factions of the 
TTP. Nonetheless, the counterargument is of a paradigm shift  in the Paki-
stani military’s threat perception. On June 15, 2014, Pakistan launched Op-
eration Zarb- e- Azb in North Waziristan against the TTP, and other militant 
factions operating from the FATA region, including the Lashkar- e- 
Jhangvi, the East Turkestan Islamic Movement, Jundullah, Al Qaeda, the 
Islamist Movement of Uzbekistan, and the Haqqani Network.74 For the 
short term at least, Pakistan did not see India as its main threat. Its focus 
shift ed to internal instead of external threats, as the operation advanced. 
On the basis of these facts, the argument runs that Pakistan may be forced 
to reconsider its strategy vis- à- vis Af ghan i stan and India and reduce its 
support for nonstate militant actors. Such limiting of support for elements 
whom the Pakistan’s security establishment has traditionally considered its 
“strategic assets” is yet to be seen. As relations with India deteriorate, the 
logic of not retaining armed proxies does not hold strategic rationale. But 
this also depends on how India conducts itself in Af ghan i stan and with 
Pakistan.
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India’s policy toward Af ghan i stan and Pakistan has evolved rapidly since 
2011. Despite having signed the Strategic Partnership Agreement (SPA) with 
the Karzai government in 2011, India remained reluctant in providing lethal 
weaponry to Kabul when requested. According to analysts, New Delhi’s 
reluctance on this front was primarily to address Pakistan’s anxieties of 
Indian infl uence in Af ghan i stan.75 Th ere  were, however, tactical issues of 
India’s limited defense capacities and Kabul’s ever- changing list of weapons 
requirements that further delayed this pro cess. Moreover, the structural dy-
namics of the region and Kabul’s defense requirements have not changed 
signifi cantly. Th us, Ghani’s shelving of this request may just be a tactical 
diplomatic move to assess how Pakistan responds to it. Nonetheless, India’s 
marginalization in Afghan po liti cal aff airs aft er Karzai’s departure is appar-
ent. Ghani’s overtures to Pakistan and primacy to China made sure that 
India was not at the top of Kabul’s agenda in the winter of 2014. Th e arrival 
of Modi in New Delhi with a decisive demo cratic mandate did little to con-
vince Kabul of maintaining a pro- India posture. Also, India continues to 
pursue a wait- and- watch approach; the debate of whether to expand or con-
tract its strategic presence in Af ghan i stan is far from resolved in New Delhi. 
Although it is bound under the SPA to support the Kabul government, the 
costs of doing so may be exorbitant if Pakistan decides to up the ante of 
attacks against Indian assets in Af ghan i stan. Will India respond with force 
or by maintaining a low profi le? Only time will tell. Th ough New Delhi 
would like to build on its positive relations with Kabul and, at least, main-
tain its current levels of presence in Af ghan i stan, a lot will depend on 
Pakistan’s actions, the West’s commitment to stay the course till 2024, and 
Kabul’s handling of its internal po liti cal diff erences.

Th e second question is, how will Af ghan i stan deal with Pakistan now that 
its diplomatic courting of the Pakistani military and Islamabad seems to 
be failing? According to recent reports, Kabul seems to have found a solu-
tion to this question. Rather than debating whether to accommodate Paki-
stani demands or to adopt a combative stance, Kabul is doing both simulta-
neously. As discussed at the beginning of this chapter, if President Ghani 
was engaging Islamabad diplomatically and sidelining India publicly, his 
chief of intelligence, Rahmatullah Nabil was building capacities, not so co-
vertly, to strengthen his diplomatic hand vis- à- vis Islamabad. Case in point 
was his cultivation of Latif Mehsud, number two in the TTP hierarchy, as a 
source and potentially a proxy.76 When the Americans discovered Nabil’s 
links with Latif Mehsud, they promptly intervened and handed him over to 
Pakistan in late 2013, infuriating Kabul. Instead of denying his role, Nabil 
told Washington that “just like any other intelligence agency, we have the 
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right to have sources.”77 He added, “I think it is very important just to be 
very frank.”78 He wanted to show Pakistan that Kabul can do exactly the 
same things on Pakistani soil (i.e., intervene using proxies) that Islamabad 
has fostered in Af ghan i stan. Whether Kabul will be able to develop a credible 
deterrence at an asymmetric level in its dealings with Pakistan still needs to 
be seen. Given the fi nancial strains of the Ghani government and internal 
po liti cal fi ssures in Kabul, developing a coherent strategic thought vis- à- vis 
the neighborhood will be challenging. What is amply clear, however, is that 
though the West’s war in Af ghan i stan ended in December 2014, there seems 
to be no endgame in sight for either Pakistan or India in Af ghan i stan.
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It is the start of something new. Our countries have had our misunder-
standings and disagreements in the past and there are sure to be more 
disagreements in the future, as there are between any friends or, frankly, 
any family members.

HILLARY CLINTON,  2010

We acknowledge to ourselves privately that Pakistan is a client state of 
the U.S. But on the other hand, the U.S. is acting against Muslim interests 
globally. A sort of self- loathing came out.

PERVEZ HOODBOY, 2010

The U.S.– Pakistan relations that have developed with ups and downs 
over the last six and an half de cades can probably be best characterized 
as a security-  (or military-) related form of clientelism.1 French po liti-

cal scientist Jean- François Médard defi nes clientelism as “a relationship of 
dependence . . .  based on a reciprocal exchange of favours between two peo-
ple, the patron and the client, whose control of resources are unequal.”2 A 
clientelistic relationship does not imply any ideological sympathy but is 
purely instrumental.3 Despite the mutual dependence it establishes, its 
asymmetric nature gives the patron a clear advantage—up to a point. Th e 
patron is in a position to get things done by the client, the client paying 
allegiance to the patron in exchange for benefi ts, including protection.4

During the Cold War and the anti- Soviet war in Af ghan i stan, Pakistan 
played the role of client state of the United States: in exchange for considerable 
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civil and military aid, the country participated in the containment of com-
munists in Asia. But already at the time the terms of the countries’ coopera-
tion  were clearly circumscribed from two standpoints: fi rst, Pakistan—as a 
sovereign state— wanted to maintain substantial room for maneuver; and 
second, each time the United States demonstrated too close an alliance 
with India, the Land of the Pure behaved less as Uncle Sam’s obedient inter-
mediary than as a pivotal state using its geopo liti cal position to further its 
national interests by partnering with other powers. Th e second war in Af-
ghan i stan, which began aft er the September 11, 2001, attacks, although at 
fi rst it looked like it would repeat the scenario played out in the combat 
against the Soviets, in fact marked a turning point. Barack Obama’s policy 
on Pakistan, the focus of this chapter, far from bringing the two countries 
closer together again aft er they had drift ed apart toward the end of the Bush 
years, has not been able to fully defuse bilateral tensions.

A CYCLICAL CLIENTELISTIC RELATIONSHIP

Th e U.S.– Pakistan relations that crystallized in the 1950s  were not based on 
deep po liti cal, economic, or societal affi  nities and ties: Pakistan has been 
governed by the army more oft en than not, something Washington at times 
found embarrassing; there  were no intense economic relations between both 
countries, nor  were there any person- to- person relations, partly because the 
Pakistani diaspora in the United States was very small and not very well 
integrated.

Geopo liti cal considerations and strategic mutual interests  were the main 
reasons the United States and Pakistan became “friends.” As early as 1947, 
Karachi (the then capital of the country) asked the United States for support 
in order to cope with the so- called Indian threat. In December, Pakistan 
asked the United States for a $2 billion fi ve- year loan for economic develop-
ment and security purposes.5 President Truman, who was as yet unsure 
whether the United States should get closer to India or Pakistan, commit-
ted to a much smaller amount— $10 million— and invited Nehru to Wash-
ington. Liaquat Ali Khan immediately announced that he would pay a visit 
to Moscow shortly thereaft er. Truman invited him to the United States as 
well. Nehru’s visit to the United States in October 1949 was not a success 
from Washington’s point of view, given the Indian prime minister’s rejec-
tion of the polarization of world politics along two blocs. Liaquat Ali Khan— 
who did not go to Moscow— visited Washington in May 1950. He solicited 
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the United States on two related fronts: arms procurements and $510 
 million in aid for development and military purposes. Truman remained 
noncommittal.

Th ings changed soon aft erward in the context of the deepening of the 
Cold War and the hot episode of the Korean War— which started one month 
aft er Khan’s visit— and defi nitely aft er Eisenhower took over power in Wash-
ington in 1953. Th e United States then decided to use Pakistan to counter 
Soviet expansion in the region. Karachi was prepared to play this new ver-
sion of the “Great Game” so long as this strategy was useful against its arch-
enemy, India.6

On the one hand, Pakistan joined both the Central Treaty Or ga ni za tion 
and the Southeast Asia Treaty Or ga ni za tion and in 1957 gave the Americans 
access to an air base from which U2s could spy on the USSR.7 On the other 
hand, the United States was prepared to give Pakistan very substantial aid 
and to sell the country millions of dollars in arms so that it would be better 
equipped than India. Pakistan became a client state as much from a devel-
opmental point of view as from a security perspective. Only 25 percent of 
the nearly $2 billion it received in American assistance between 1953 and 1961 
was in military aid.8 As Akbar Zaidi points out: “By 1964, overall aid and 
assistance to Pakistan was around 5% of its GDP and was arguably critical 
in spurring Pakistani industrialization and development, with GDP growth 
rates rising to as much as 7 percent per annum.”9 At that time, few coun-
tries  were supported by the United States to such an extent.10

However, the security dimension of this relationship largely explains why 
military coups have never presented a problem for the world’s oldest demo-
cracy. In fact, to have generals at the helm made things easier for the United 
States in the 1950s, as evident from the personal equation between Eisen-
hower—an ex- army man himself— and Ayub Khan, who described Pakistan 
as the United States’ “most allied  ally.”11

INTEREST- BASED AND (THEREFORE) UNSTABLE 
U.S.– PAK RELATIONS

A BONE OF CONTENTION, INDIA; AND A NEWCOMER ON STAGE, CHINA

U.S.– Pakistan relations  were clearly built on a quid pro quo that both coun-
tries decided to cultivate. Whereas the United States relied on Pakistan 
against the USSR— and, increasingly, China— not worrying about the lack 
of amity with India,12 Pakistan looked to America for help against India and 
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was not averse to aligning against the USSR as well as against China until 
the Sino- Soviet split.

But the fact that both countries did not have exactly the same enemies 
made their relations inevitably complicated. A bone of contention that was 
bound to recur was the nature of relations between the United States and 
India— that country overdetermining Pakistan’s worldview. In the early 
1960s, President John Kennedy came to offi  ce “determined to pursue closer 
relations between the U.S. and India, a country he viewed as pivotal in the 
struggle between East and West, without undermining the alliance between 
the U.S. and Pakistan.”13 He approved a two- year commitment of up to $1 
billion in support of India’s economic development in 1961,14 which compli-
cated U.S.– Pakistan relations— all the more so as the U.S.- led consortium 
that was supposed to mobilize resources in favor of this country could not 
raise much money. Although in 1961, the United States delivered twelve F-104 
jet fi ghters to Pakistan in the framework of an agreement signed the year 
before, one year aft er, Washington sold arms to India during the 1962 war 
initiated by China.

Th at was an important episode for the U.S.– Pakistan relations. When 
Nehru turned to Kennedy for help aft er the Chinese attack, the prompt, 
positive response he received was all the more disturbing for Pakistan as 
Islamabad was not informed in advance of the latter’s decision to provide 
arms to the former (something that allegedly contravened a secret bilateral 
deal signed in 1959). Considering that America pursued a policy “based on 
opportunism and . . .  devoid of morality,”15 Ayub Khan (and his new foreign 
minister, Zulfi qar Ali Bhutto) turned more decisively to China— a clear in-
dication of the need for a patron that Pakistan always felt was necessary to 
cope with India and of both the importance of the Indian factor and the in-
teraction between U.S.– Pakistan relations on the one hand and Pakistan– 
China relations on the other. In 1964, Ayub Khan invited Chou En Lai to 
Pakistan, a visit that was to be followed by many others. Playing the game 
of a pivotal state, Ayub Khan declared in 1965 that he now knew “how to 
live peacefully among the lions by setting one lion against another.”16

And 1965 also marked the next step in the souring of relations between 
Washington and Islamabad, as the United States did not intervene on Paki-
stan’s side in the war with India and— even worse— cut off  aid to both sides 
(which hurt Pakistan more than India). Aft erward, the United States kept 
aid shut off  until Nixon made a “one- time exception” to supply arms in 1969.

However, the U.S.– Pakistan partnership experienced a tactical re nais-
sance because of its very clientelistic quality. In the early 1970s, Islamabad 
became a key intermediary between Washington and Beijing when Nixon 
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and Kissinger wanted to make an overture to the Chinese. Nixon, in ex-
change, resisted the U.S. Congress condemnation of the savage repression 
of the Bangladeshi movement— and the correlative demand for the suspen-
sion of American aid.

But the Indian factor resurfaced soon aft er. First, the United States did 
not help Pakistan during its war against India, which resulted in the traumatic 
birth of Bangladesh, except by sending the aircraft  carrier the U.S.S. Enter-
prise to the Bay of Bengal. Second, Jimmy Carter— a Demo cratic president 
like Kennedy— not only was particularly concerned by Pakistan’s nuclear 
program (as evident from the sanctions he imposed on the country in ac-
cordance with the Glenn and Symington amendments), but he promoted a 
new— short- lived— U.S.– India rapprochement that was perceived by many 
Pakistani leaders as directed against them. Indeed, in January 1978, Carter 
was the fi rst American president not to visit Pakistan before or aft er a visit 
to India, a decision naturally related to his boycotting of the new master of 
Pakistan, General Zia, who had deposed Bhutto the year before. In 1979, 
Carter suspended American aid as a response to what the United States con-
sidered Pakistan’s covert construction of a uranium enrichment facility.

FROM AF GHAN I STAN TO AF GHAN I STAN

President Carter discarded most of his reservations vis- à- vis Pakistan the 
moment the Soviets invaded Af ghan i stan. Pakistan was immediately 
 selected as the frontline state that the United States would use in the old 
military- clientelistic perspective. Carter suggested that the 1959 security 
agreement that was the brainchild of Eisenhower and Ayub Khan should be 
reactivated, and he cleared the sale of military aircraft  to Pakistan.

While Carter’s initiative remained limited, his successor, Ronald Reagan, 
considerably amplifi ed this change. Not only did he not object to the develop-
ment of Pakistan’s nuclear program as much he could have done despite the 
Pressler amendment,17 but the United States gave Pakistan about $4 billion 
in 1981–1986 (half for military purposes and half for civilian purposes) and 
sold sophisticated weapons to its military. In 1987, Reagan and Zia negoti-
ated another new six- year aid bud get of $4 billion, in which 43 percent of the 
expenditures  were to be security related, mostly earmarked for the Pakistani 
army. Reagan’s successor, George Bush Sr., routinized this security- centered 
clientelistic relationship.

Th e war against the Soviets, however, gave a new fl avor to the old clien-
telistic equation. When the United States subcontracted the war to Pakistan, 
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the Inter- Services Intelligence (ISI) was given a great deal of autonomy to 
select which groups of mujahideen  were to fi ght in Af ghan i stan. Shaping the 
jihad, the ISI channeled the aid fl ows to the groups it favored, and in fact 
the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) was asked to help these groups in 
such a way that the patron lost some of its authority.

A security- oriented clientelistic relationship is neither value based nor 
rooted in economic ties or in societal affi  nities and is therefore less stable. 
U.S. attention and “interest” in Pakistan  rose recurrently in times of crisis 
when Pakistan could help the United States combat the USSR. But it was 
bound to sink below the active- engagement level each time diplomacy- by- 
the- rule- book took over, relegating Pakistan to an unimportant position 
again, as attested by the less- than- fi rst- rank diplomats posted there as 
well as the studied inattention it received aft er the Soviets  were defeated 
in Af ghan i stan.

In the late 1980s, aft er the Soviet withdrawal from Af ghan i stan, the 
United States lost interest in Pakistan—or more exactly, the interest that 
Pakistan represented for the United States diminished and considerations 
based on values and other interests fi lled this vacuum. Th e nuclear prolif-
eration issue suddenly gained new prominence, resulting in some Ameri-
can sanctions:18 $300 million in aid was cut and the United States announced 
that the F-16s that Pakistan had already paid for in 1989 would not be 
delivered— but Pakistan was allowed to buy other material at market price 
(Islamabad disbursed $120 million for military equipment in 1991–1992).19

Bill Clinton maintained this line of conduct in the mid-1990s, soft ening 
the sanctions in two diff erent ways. First, civil aid reached $2 billion in 1995. 
Second, in 1996, $368 million worth of military equipment, the delivery of 
which had been frozen by virtue of the Pressler amendment, was shipped to 
Pakistan, and $120 million was refunded for prepaid material that the 
United States refused to sell. If U.S.– Pakistan relations remained on a (rather 
low) plateau until the late 1990s, the Pakistani 1998 nuclear tests (like the 
Indian ones) resulted in new sanctions. A few months later, the Al Qaeda 
attacks on the U.S. embassies of Dar Es Salaam and Nairobi led to more ac-
rimony, all the more so as the missiles that the American fl eet in the Indian 
Ocean fi red on Al Qaeda camps in Af ghan i stan killed militants among whom 
 were Pakistanis. Th e following year, the Clinton administration attributed 
the Kargil war in Jammu and Kashmir to Pakistani military adventurism. 
On July 4, Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif went to the White House, where he 
was requested to order “his” generals to withdraw behind the Line of Con-
trol. Only months aft erward, as a sequel to this fi asco, Chief of Army Staff  
General Musharraf orchestrated a military coup, which persuaded the 
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United States to impose additional sanctions on Pakistan. Th e U.S. attitude 
was all the more resented in Islamabad as Washington at the same time was 
forming closer ties with New Delhi. In March 2000, this divergence was 
caricatured in the contrast between the Clintons’ festive fi ve- day visit to In-
dia and Bill Clinton’s fi ve- hour stopover in Islamabad— during which he 
spent most of his time lecturing the Pakistanis on tele vi sion and asking 
Musharraf to spare the life of Nawaz Sharif.20

A year and a half later, in the wake of 9/11, Washington turned to 
Islamabad— where Musharraf was ready to play the military- clientelistic 
game. For George Bush, Pakistan was once again the frontline country par 
excellence. It could provide military logistic bases to fi ght this new Afghan 
war and share intelligence. Musharraf, who had to convince the army cad-
res to join hands with the United States against the Taliban whom they had 
supported so far, argued in favor of including Pakistan in “the co ali tion of 
the willing” that Washington was putting together for the “global war on 
terror.” First, Bush had told him that if Pakistan was not “with” the United 
States, it would be considered as being “against” the United States. Second, 
Musharraf believed that the war would not annihilate the Taliban’s infl u-
ence and that Pakistan would be able to maintain some relationship with 
them. Th ird, India was asking to be a U.S. partner as well— and Pakistan 
could only lag behind its arch- enemy at its own risk. And last but not least, 
Pakistan was not in a position to refuse, even if Bush had been less pushy, 
given the country’s diplomatic isolation and its economic situation.

Focus is warranted on this last aspect that is so important for the clien-
telistic dimension of U.S.– Pakistan relations. Pakistan’s lost decade— the 
1990s— ensnared the country in a spiral of debt. In only fi ve years, between 
1995–1996 and 1999–2000, total debt had risen from Rs 1,877 billion to Rs 
3,096 billion, with ser vice of the debt reaching 45 percent of bud get spend-
ing and  63  percent of receipts in 2000. At the same time, the army still 
needed a huge amount of money. Military expenditure represented 21 
percent of the bud get spending in 2001–2002— despite an artifi cial reduc-
tion due to the transfer of military pensions under the heading of “general 
administration.”

By joining hands with the  U.S.- led co ali tion against terror, Pakistan 
killed two birds with one stone. First, it was reintegrated with the concert of 
nations. Musharraf made a tour that took him to Tehran, Istanbul, Paris, 
London, and New York, where he had his hour of glory while addressing the 
United Nations on November 12, by George Bush’s side, as the two men issued 
a joint statement emphasizing the friendship uniting both countries “for fi ft y 
years.”21 Second, Pakistan received preferential treatment in terms of aid, the 
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United States paving the way for other countries. Washington lift ed all sanc-
tions connected with the nuclear issue (from the 1978 Symington amendment 
to the 1985 Pressler amendment and the Glenn amendment of 1998) and 
those that had been decided in the wake of Musharraf ’s military coup22— 
which allowed the country to obtain loans from the United States and send offi  -
cers there for military training, neither of which had been possible since 1990.

THE BUSH– MUSHARRAF AXIS AND ITS LIMITS

Musharraf was in a position to repeat Zia’s achievements during the previ-
ous Afghan war. He could persuade the United States to legitimize his mili-
tary rule, extract funds from them, and acquire American weapons.

THE “MOST ALLIED ALLY” PATTERN REVISITED?

In the 1980s, Zia had asked one of his generals to tell Secretary of State Haig 
that “we would not like to hear from you the type of government we should 
have.”23 Haig had responded: “General, your internal situation is your 
problem.”24 History was repeating itself a dozen years later. Although in late 
2001 Musharraf committed to holding elections the following year, he 
pointed out, in New York, on November 13, that he would remain in offi  ce 
regardless of the results. Th e American media had prepared the ground for 
this kind of declaration. Newsweek, for instance, commented on Mu-
sharraf ’s rule in explicit terms: “We should certainly be happy that Pakistan 
is run by a military dictator friendly towards us, rather than that the coun-
try try to be a democracy that could have been hostile.”25 Hence the bitter-
ness of progressive Pakistani editorialists. Zaff ar Abbas lamented in the 
Herald, “Th e problems of democracy and human rights have very clearly 
been relegated to a lower level while the U.S.A. returns to the cold war phi-
losophy according to which ‘our dictator is a good dictator.’ ”26

Th e United States developed an increasingly benevolent attitude vis- à- vis 
Musharraf in the early 2000s for two main reasons. First, he facilitated their 
war in Af ghan i stan. Pakistan allowed the United States to use its airspace 
and fl y sorties from the south; it gave U.S. troops access to some of its mili-
tary bases (for nonoff ensive operations only); Pakistani soldiers ensured the 
protection of these troops and of some American ships in the Indian Ocean; 
in terms of logistics, Pakistan not only provided vital components such as 
fuel for the fi ghters, but it also gave access to its ports (including Karachi) 
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and roads (including the Indus Highway, which became a jugular vein) for 
the delivery of most of the supplies North Atlantic Treaty Or ga ni za tion 
(NATO) forces required in Af ghan i stan; last but not least, “Islamabad pro-
vided Washington with access to Pakistani intelligence assets in Af ghan i-
stan and Pakistan.”27

Second, Musharraf to some extent delivered in the fi ght against Al Qaeda. 
Th e capture of Abu Zubeida in Faisalabad on April 6, 2002, of Sheikh 
Ahmed Saleem in Karachi in July, of Khalid Shaikh Mohammed, one of 
bin Laden’s lieutenants who had been the architect of 9/11, in Rawalpindi 
on March  1, 2003, and of Tanzanian Al Qaeda leader Ahmed Khalfan 
Ghailani— one of the chief accused in the blast of the American embassies 
in Nairobi and Dar Es Salaam in 1998—on July 27, 2004, in Gujrat was very 
much appreciated in Washington.28 By 2004, about 700 Al Qaeda suspects 
had been killed or captured in Pakistan according to a report prepared for 
Congress.29

In addition to his fi ght against Al Qaeda, Musharraf seemed prepared to 
fi ght against all Islamist organizations, as suggested in his January 12, 2002, 
speech propounding what became known as “enlightened moderation” and 
the subsequent ban of several Islamist groups. In exchange, the United States 
was rather complacent over the nonproliferation issue and resumed its aid 
on an unpre ce dented scale. Washington denounced Pakistan transfer of 
nuclear technology to North Korea in October 2002, but nothing happened 
until late 2003, when the matter became public. Even then, the United States 
seemed to take it rather lightly. In December 2003 and January 2004, nuclear 
scientists from Kahuta Laboratory suspected of having sold nuclear tech-
nology to foreign countries  were detained and interrogated by the police. 
On January 31, A. Q. Khan himself, founder of the Kahuta Laboratory and 
father of the Pakistani bomb, was accused of similar acts regarding Iran, 
North Korea, Iraq, and Libya. While under  house arrest, he admitted on 
tele vi sion, in February 2004, that he had or ga nized such exchanges in an 
individual capacity, and his supporters immediately mobilized in great 
numbers.30 Musharraf pardoned A. Q. Khan straightaway, feting him as 
a national hero.31 Interestingly, the U.S. administration off ered no pro-
test whatsoever: Washington obviously needed Pakistan so badly that on 
March 18, 2004, it declared Pakistan one of its non- NATO allies.

More important, in August 2004, Pakistan received the fi rst of three 
yearly installments of the $3 billion the United States had promised Mu-
sharraf during his June 2003 visit to America.32 Out of these $600 million, 
$300 million was earmarked for military procurement and the other $300 
million for development and civil expenditure. In addition, in 2007 the U.S. 
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government granted an additional $750 million as the fi rst disbursement of 
a fi ve- year plan for the development of the Federally Administered Tribal 
Agencies (FATA). Th e United States gave $12 billion in aid and military 
reimbursements to Pakistan between 2002 and 2008— out of which $8.8 
billion was security related (table 8.1). Th e Pakistan army received about 
$1 billion a year for seven years—in other words, roughly a quarter of the 
country’s yearly defense bud get in the mid-2000s.33 Th e ISI depended even 
more on American fi nancial support. Th e CIA’s contribution to the agen-
cy’s bud get allegedly amounted to one- third of the total.34

YET ANOTHER DISENCHANTMENT: WHO IS THE BOSS AFTER ALL?

By the end of Bush’s second term, the U.S. administration had realized that 
Musharraf and the Pakistani army had not been fully reliable allies and 
Congress became even more critical of the president’s strategy.

First, not only was it clear in 2008 that no Al Qaeda leader had been 
either caught or killed since 2004, but in September of that year, the United 
States was alerted that “Pakistan’s top internal security offi  cial conceded that 
Al Qaeda operatives moved freely in this country.”35 Second, the United 
States noted that the FATA had become a major safe haven for militants who 
 were striking the NATO troops in Afghanistan— one- third of the attacks 
they faced  were coming from that side36— and the Afghan Taliban had ap-
parently found another sanctuary in Quetta where their Shura (Council) 
could meet safely.37 Th ird, “by the close of 2007, U.S. intelligence analysts 
had amassed considerable evidence that Islamabad’s truces with religious 
militants in the FATA had given Taliban, Al Qaeda, and other Islamist ex-
tremists space in which to rebuild their networks.”38

Th e “FATA issue,” therefore, was bound to dominate U.S.– Pakistan rela-
tions. As mentioned above, the Taliban and Al Qaeda operatives had found 
there a safe haven during the 2001 Afghan war. Since then, the U.S. admin-
istration had put pressure on the Pakistani army for it to deploy troops in 
this area. In 2002, the army launched Operation Meezan, “thus entering 
FATA for the fi rst time since the country’s in de pen dence in 1947.”39 About 
24,000 military and paramilitary troops  were deployed. A second operation, 
code- named Kalusha, took place in March 2004. Both failed. Not only  were 
the tribes hostile to these military incursions and the well- trained militants 
 were heavily armed, but the Pakistani army, lacking basic expertise in coun-
terinsurgency techniques, further alienated the tribal leaders by causing 
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collateral casualties while resorting to indiscriminate bombing. They 
decided to negotiate peace deals with the militants.

Th e fi rst one was signed with Wazir tribesman Nek Muhammad, the 
most popular— and even charismatic— fi ghter, in Shakai, South Waziristan. 
Th is agreement, in exchange for the militants’ commitment to abstain from 
fi ghting the Pakistani government and NATO forces in Af ghan i stan, made 
provisions for the release of 163 prisoners, fi nancial compensations to the 
victims of military operations, and the safety of the foreign mujahideen who 
 were allowed to stay in the FATA, provided they  were registered. Th is last 
clause was a bone of contention that resulted in the relaunching of military 
operations in June 2004. Negotiations took place again, and another agree-
ment was signed in February 2005 between the Pakistani authorities and 
Baitullah Mehsud (who had somewhat taken over from Nek Muhammad, 
killed in 2004, and was to become the fi rst chief of the Tehrik- e Taliban Paki-
stan). It again stipulated that the militants should neither attack Pakistani 
civil servants or property nor support foreign fi ghters. In exchange, the army 
pledged not to take action against Mehsud and his companions because of 
their previous activities. Mehsud scrapped the deal in August 2007 “in reac-
tion to increased patrols by Pakistan’s army.” 40 A similar deal had been made 
in North Waziristan in September 2006. It also collapsed in 2007.41

Last but not least, the United States had to admit, again in 2007, that it had 
relied far too exclusively on Musharraf and his army. In fact, the personal 
equation that Bush and the Pakistani president had developed had become 
a liability. With the rise of anti- Americanism that followed the  U.S.- led 
2001 war (which the Pashtuns  were not the only Pakistanis to resent), the 
United States had given Musharraf a bad name (literally speaking, since 
he was oft en called “Busharraf”).42 Musharraf in turn had damaged his im-
age in the United States by his growing authoritarianism, manifest in the 
hijacking of elections, repression of the judiciary, and, eventually, declara-
tion of the state of emergency in November 2007. Th e State Department’s 
Country Report on Human Rights Practices released in March 2008 em-
phasized that Pakistan’s record in this domain had worsened because of 
the increasing number of extrajudicial killings, disappearances, and cases 
of torture.43 As Hussain Haqqani, who was to become Pakistan’s ambassa-
dor in Washington, stated before the House Armed Ser vices Committee on 
October 10,  2007,

Th e United States made a critical mistake in putting faith in one man— 
General Pervez Musharraf— and one institution— the Pakistani army—as 
instruments of the U.S. policy to eliminate terrorism and bring stability 
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to the Southwest and South Asia. A robust U.S. policy of engagement with 
Pakistan that helps in building civilian institutions, including law enforce-
ment capability, and eventually results in reverting Pakistan’s military 
to its security functions would be a more eff ective way to strengthening 
Pakistan and protecting United States policy interests there.44

Bush policy was well in tune with the traditional security- centered clien-
telistic relationship that the United States and Pakistan had cultivated with 
occasional hiatuses since the 1950s. But it was time for review, since this 
strategy was clearly not delivering. Alternative voices could now not only 
speak up but also be heard. Experts such as Bruce Riedel and Teresita Schaf-
fer as well as members of Congress regretted more vehemently than ever 
before that the Bush administration did not make any signifi cant eff ort to 
promote democracy in Pakistan or to alienate President Musharraf.45 Th is 
approach could no longer be ignored aft er elections  were held in Pakistan in 
February 2008, putting a civilian government back at the helm of Pakistan.

It is in this context that in July 2008 Senators Joe Biden and Dick Lugar 
introduced the Enhanced Partnership with Pakistan Bill (S. 3263) in order 
to break with what they called the “transactional”— I would say clientelistic— 
perspective and to promote “a sustained, long term, multifaceted relation-
ship with Pakistan.” 46 Such an agenda implied a tripling of nonmilitary 
American assistance to $1.5 billion per year over the 2009–2013 period. Si-
multaneously, military aid and arms transfers would be conditional on two 
developments: fi rst, the army should show that it made “concerted eff orts” 
in its fi ght against Islamist groups; and, second, it should not interfere with 
po liti cal and judicial pro cesses. While the overtone of the bill was critical of 
the army, it also refl ected a sense of introspection. Biden and Lugar wanted 
to “reverse a pervasive Pakistani sentiment that the United States is not a 
reliable ally.” 47 Th is feeling, which originated in the way the United States 
had left  the region aft er the withdrawal of the Soviets from Af ghan i stan, 
was shared not only by Musharraf— who said publicly in January 2008 that 
Pakistanis felt that they had been “used and ditched” 48— but also by his suc-
cessor, President Zardari, who was elected demo cratically in September 2008. 
In a January 2009 op-ed in the Washington Post, Zardari wrote, “Frankly, 
the abandonment of Af ghan i stan and Pakistan aft er the defeat of the Soviets 
in Af ghan i stan in the 1980s set the stage for the era of terrorism that we are 
enduring” 49— a very personal reading of history.

Barack Obama took offi  ce at almost the same time as Zardari, and he was 
to pursue the nascent attempt at breaking with the old pattern of security- 
centered clientelism while capitalizing on the new civilian rule in Pakistan.
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WHAT HAS CHANGED WITH OBAMA?

During the 2008 election campaign, Obama emphasized the need to look 
at the Afghan issue in a larger perspective. He was convinced that the prob-
lem of Kashmir and the FATA should be dealt with simultaneously and that 
the relaxation of Indo- Pakistani tensions would prepare the ground for 
Islamabad to transfer more troops to positions along the Afghan border. 
In December 2008, aft er being elected, he said, “we  can’t continue to look at 
Af ghan i stan in isolation. We have to see it as a part of a regional problem 
that includes Pakistan, includes India, includes Kashmir, includes Iran.” 50 
Such statements caused so much protest in India that he immediately gave up 
the idea of addressing the Kashmir issue. But the “AfPak” concept remained 
aft er Obama took offi  ce.

PAKISTAN AS A LONG- TERM PRIORITY: THE AFPAK NOTION 
AND THE KERRY- LUGAR- BERMAN ACT

Introducing the “AfPak” concept, Obama bracketed together Af ghan i stan 
and Pakistan because, for him, Af ghan i stan could not be “solved” without 
“solving Pakistan.” Th at move was made explicit with the appointment of 
Richard Holbrooke as the president’s special envoy for Af ghan i stan and 
Pakistan. Th e idea was not only to use Pakistan vis- à- vis Af ghan i stan but to 
highlight the fact that the Islamist problem lay in Pakistan— something the 
Bush administration had not been unaware of but did not pay much atten-
tion to either. Obama considered that Pakistan was as important as Af ghan-
i stan, if not more so, for American strategy and interests. When he said that 
the “cancer”51 that destabilized the  whole region was in Pakistan, one won-
dered whether he was not even shift ing from AfPak to PakAf.

One year aft er his 2008 election, Obama continued to think in these 
terms. In his December 2009 West Point address, when he announced “the 
surge,” the sending of 30,000 additional American troops to Af ghan i stan, 
he made it clear that “an eff ective partnership with Pakistan” was one of the 
“core elements” of the U.S. strategy. But he did not want to view this part-
nership in the narrow, security- centered, and clientelistic perspective of 
the  past:

In the past we too oft en defi ned our relationship with Pakistan narrowly. 
Th ose days are over. Moving forward, we are committed to a partnership 
with Pakistan that is built on a foundation of mutual interest, mutual 
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respect, and mutual trust. We will strengthen Pakistan’s capacity to tar-
get those groups that threaten our countries, and have made it clear that 
we cannot tolerate a safe haven for terrorists whose location is known 
and whose intentions are clear. America is also providing substantial re-
sources to support Pakistan’s democracy and development. We are the 
largest international supporter for those Pakistanis displaced by the fi ght-
ing. And going forward, the Pakistan people must know America will 
remain a strong supporter of Pakistan’s security and prosperity long aft er 
the guns have fallen silent, so that the great potential of its people is 
unleashed.52

Stressing America’s long- term, non- security- related commitment to 
Pakistan, Obama was evidently eager to dispel the pervasive impression 
among Pakistanis that the United States was unreliable and would let 
them down, just as it had let them down aft er the war against the Soviets 
in Af ghan i stan, as soon as they won (or claimed to have won) their global 
war against terrorism. To that end, Obama wanted to work with the demo-
cratically elected governments in Af ghan i stan and Pakistan to fi ght the 
Islamist groups that  were posing a threat to them as much as to the United 
States. As president- elect, he had  declared:

What I want to do is to create the kind of eff ective, strategic partnership 
with Pakistan that allows us, in concert, to assure that terrorists are not 
setting up safe havens in some of these border regions between Pakistan 
and Af ghan i stan. So far President Zardari has sent the right signals. He’s 
indicated that he recognizes this is not just a threat to the United States, 
but it is a threat to Pakistan as well. . . .  I think this democratically- elected 
government understands that threat and I hope that in the coming months 
 we’re going to be able to establish the kind of close, eff ective, working 
relationship that makes both countries safer.53

Th e Enhanced Partnership with Pakistan Act was passed in this context 
to move away from a military- centric relationship. Initiated by Senators 
Biden and Lugar, it was taken up by John Kerry and Lugar aft er Biden be-
came vice president— hence its initial name, the “Kerry- Lugar Bill.” Th is 
piece of legislation was passed in 2009. Th e fi rst three articles of the “State-
ment of Principles” section are worth  quoting:

 1. Pakistan is a critical friend and ally to the United States, both in times of 
strife and in times of peace, and the two countries share many common 
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goals, including combating terrorism and violent radicalism, solidifying 
democracy and rule of law in Pakistan, and promoting the social and eco-
nomic development of Pakistan.

 2. United States assistance to Pakistan is intended to supplement, not sup-
plant, Pakistan’s own eff orts in building a stable, secure, and prosperous 
Pakistan.

 3. Th e United States requires a balanced, integrated, countrywide strategy for 
Pakistan that provides assistance throughout the country and does not dis-
proportionately focus on security- related assistance or one par tic u lar area 
or province.54

Th e Kerry- Lugar Bill was intended “to promote sustainable long- term de-
velopment and infrastructure projects, including in healthcare, education, 
water management, and energy programs.”55 Supporting a bill that was 
passed unanimously by the Senate in September 2009, Senator Lugar 
dwelled on the fact that its objective was to shift  from a security- centric to a 
development- oriented paradigm: “We should make clear to the people of 
Pakistan that our interests are focused on democracy, pluralism, stability, 
and the fi ght against terrorism. Th ese are values supported by a large ma-
jority of the Pakistani people.”56

Th e aid that Washington committed to giving in the framework of this 
act amounted to $1.5 billion a year over the 2010–2014 period. Th e United 
States was no longer trying to pay (or equip) Pakistan so that the country 
would implement a certain security- related policy, but it was prepared to pay 
for Pakistan to make development a priority.

Th is approach was also diff erent because it refl ected a longer- term 
perspective— which was badly needed to correct the (not- so- wrong) impres-
sion prevalent among many Pakistanis that Washington was not a reliable 
partner because it was inconsistent. Th ey had become a “disenchanted ally” 
(to paraphrase the title of Dennis Kux’s book) of the United States aft er 
they  were let down by Washington in the 1990s, once the Soviets had left  
Af ghan i stan.

But the new American policy was a long- term one for another reason as 
well. Th e Obama administration considered that Pakistan was “the most 
dangerous country in the world.” Th is formula— which was fi rst used by 
Bruce Riedel, a Brookings expert— was taken up several times during the 
2008 presidential campaign by Joe Biden, the vice presidential candidate.57 
What was at stake was not only nuclear proliferation, military expenditure, 
and adventurism but also the related issue of the rise of Islamism, something 
only a long- term eff ort to educate Pakistanis and make them richer could 
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defuse. While the Bush administration— including his neoconservative 
hawks— had tried to fi ght terrorism by demo cratizing the Greater Middle 
East, Obama’s team concentrated on the country that mattered the most 
according to them and tried to support the demo cratization pro cess by a 
special aid package.

One must not underestimate the affi  nities between the Bush administra-
tion and the Obama administration on that front. In both cases, there was 
a realization— resulting to a large extent from 9/11— that the real enemy was 
the Islamists. Holbrooke, in a Huntingtonian perspective, said about the 
Lashkar- e- Taiba (LeT), Al Qaeda, and the Taliban: “Th eir long- term objective 
is to destroy the Western civilization.”58 In Obama’s Wars, Bob Woodward 
cites James L. Jones saying similarly: “It’s certainly a clash of civilizations. 
It’s a clash of religions. It’s a clash of almost concepts of how to live.”59 But 
in contrast to the Bush administration, Obama wanted to combine short- 
term security objectives with long- term support for the development of a 
demo cratic civil society in Pakistan.

In the Kerry- Lugar Bill, emphasis on the nonmilitary dimension of 
the U.S.– Pakistan relations to be promoted found its clearest expression in 
the last page of the bill where it was stressed that the allocation of the funds 
 were conditional on the submission to Congress of a Semi- Annual Monitor-
ing Report comprising “an assessment of the extent to which the Govern-
ment of Pakistan exercises eff ective civilian control of the military, including 
a description of the extent to which civilian executive leaders and parlia-
ment exercise oversight and approval of military bud gets, the chain of com-
mand, the pro cess of promotion for se nior military leaders, civilian in-
volvement in strategic guidance and planning, and military involvement in 
civil administration.” 60

Th is provision was unacceptable to the Pakistani generals who protested 
that the bill encroached on the country’s sovereignty.61 Other Pakistanis re-
acted more positively, even though many comments refl ected a deep trust 
defi cit.62 For many, it could be interpreted as a return to “colonial gover-
nance.” 63 Daniel Markey attributes these reactions to the manner in which 
the bill had been rewritten by Representative Howard Berman for the bill to 
be passed in the House of Representatives— hence its abbreviation “KLB,” 
for “Kerry- Lugar- Breman.” 64 For Markey, “the KLB rollout was a diplomatic 
disaster that hurt the U.S. eff ort to build ties with Pakistan.” 65 It was, indeed, a 
failure but mostly because the United States was in a position neither to de-
liver civilian aid nor to reduce the security dimension of their collaboration.
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THE MORE IT CHANGES . . .  : THE RESILIENCE OF THE SECURITY 
PARADIGM (2009–2011)

Obama’s Pakistani policy immediately ran into a major contradiction: while 
it was apparently intended to focus more on development, it remained 
security oriented. Th e Pakistani army continued to be the main interlocu-
tor of the United States—by default, given the weakness of the civilian 
authorities, but also by design, as security issues remained a priority.

IGNORING WEAK CIVILIAN LEADERS— AND MAKING THEM EVEN WEAKER

Th e Pakistani leaders, whom Obama had singled out as partners to build 
this new relationship, have been in eff ec tive. Zardari—to whom Obama had 
sent a long letter off ering that Pakistan and the United States become “long- 
term strategic partners” 66 in November 2009— quickly lost most of his 
credibility due to his reputation for corruption and nepotism as well as his 
inability to relate to the Pakistani people, a problem partly resulting from 
his lifestyle and partly because of his fear of being killed by Islamists, which 
has transformed him into a recluse. According to a Pew Center survey, only 
11 percent of interviewees had a favorable view of Zardari in 2011, compared 
with 20 percent in 2010, 32 percent in 2009, and 64 percent in 2008.67

But even when Zardari still enjoyed some degree of popularity, he was 
unable to prevail over the military. He did not manage to bring the ISI un-
der civilian jurisdiction; he was not able to twist the arm of the army aft er 
he had off ered to share intelligence with India about the 2008 Mumbai 
attacks— something the military bluntly refused; and he was unable to resist 
the demand of the Chief of Army Staff  (COAS), Pervez Kayani, the suc-
cessor of Musharraf, to obtain a three- year extension. Civilians  were in of-
fi ce, but the army continued to rule—at least in key domains such as Paki-
stani policy toward Af ghan i stan, India, and nuclear weapons, all of which 
had major implications. As early as 2009, Hillary Clinton, the then secre-
tary of state, “supported democracy in Pakistan but found the civilian gov-
ernment adrift ,” 68 an impression that was reinforced by the way with which 
“Zardari answered Obama with a wandering letter that the White House 
concluded must have been composed by a committee dominated by the 
Pakistani military and ISI.” 69 Zardari spoke more and more like the mili-
tary anyway.70

In any case, Hussain Haqqani had come to the conclusion that “On is-
sues that mattered to the Americans, the civilians  were simply unable to 
deliver.”71 What  were these matters? All  were security related, especially af-
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ter the failed Times Square bomb blast on May 1, 2010, to which we shall 
return below.

Retrospectively, we may think that Washington should have resisted the 
temptation to adjust to the balance of power resulting from the growing as-
sertiveness of the military at the expense of the civilians. But it did not hap-
pen and gradually, civilians (Richard Holbrooke, Hillary Clinton, Robert 
Gates, and Joe Biden) started talking to General Kayani— even when civil-
ians  were sitting at the table— and this practice precipitated the decline of 
civilian authority in the U.S.– Pakistan relations (and beyond). Th is attitude 
refl ected the need for the Obama administration to deal with eff ective Pa-
kistani leaders, but it was also an indication of the strong links between the 
Pakistani army and the Pentagon, which have always played a major role in 
this bilateral relation. Th ese affi  nities  were evident from the frequent— and 
apparently friendly— meetings between Kayani and Admiral Michael Mul-
len, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff  from 2007 to 2011. Th ey both met 
twenty- six times.

NEGOTIATING WITH THE PAKISTANI ARMY

Th e weakness of the Pakistani civilian government made the paradoxical 
character of Obama’s strategy even more obvious, but there was anyway an 
intrinsic contradiction in this strategy. On the one hand, the Obama admin-
istration aspired to build a civil society that would sustain a more demo cratic 
regime in the long term. But its short- term priorities  were of a completely 
diff erent nature: like his pre de ces sor, he wanted fi rst to capture bin Laden 
and dismantle Al Qaeda and second to protect American troops fi ghting 
the Taliban in Af ghan i stan from attacks originating in Pakistan. To achieve 
these objectives, the Obama administration needed to rely on the Pakistani 
army, which was well trained in the art of bargaining with the United States 
about scores of issues to get “its due.”72

During the fi rst year of his administration, Obama realized that the 
peace deals that the Pakistani army was making with militants in the FATA 
and adjacent areas did not off er any solution but gave these militants much 
needed respite to regroup before launching new off ensives. Th e Pakistani 
army admitted that such an assessment was correct in 2009 when militants 
took over the Swat Valley. Th is time it reacted on a large scale and regained 
the upper hand in the valley.73 Th en it launched an operation in South Wa-
ziristan, where it deployed about 28,000 soldiers, partly under American 
pressure, in late October 2009. Th e ratio to take on about 10,000 militants 
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was so low that Richard Holbrooke wondered whether the Pakistani army 
wanted to “disperse” or “destroy” the enemy.74

Although the United States appreciated the military operations the Pa-
kistan army launched in Swat and to a lesser extent in South Waziristan, it 
urged army leaders to do the same thing in North Waziristan, where they 
believed not only Al Qaeda leaders but also Taliban and the Haqqani Net-
work  were now based, sometimes aft er fl eeing South Waziristan. Th ese 
groups— especially the Haqqani Network— were allegedly planning not only 
strikes against NATO forces in Af ghan i stan but also terrorist attacks in the 
West as well— including on U.S. soil. Th e American military commander in 
Af ghan i stan, General Stanley McChrystal, exerted additional pressure on 
the Pakistani army in May 2010 aft er American investigators discovered 
that the failed bomb attack in Times Square had been plotted in the FATA.75

Th e Pakistani army, which had already lost thousands of soldiers in 
the FATA, was still reluctant to act. First, the Pakistani army and para-
military  were probably not in a position to fi ght successfully in a very dif-
fi cult terrain— where civilians had already suff ered considerably, giving the 
Pakistani state a bad name in the region. Second, the Pakistani army and 
the ISI  were not willing to attack groups they considered useful allies to re-
gain their lost infl uence in Af ghan i stan aft er the NATO forces would leave— 
especially since December 2009, when Obama announced not only the 
troop surge but that withdrawal of American troops would start in July 
2011. Pakistan thus had to prepare for the Afghan transition, and groups 
such as the Haqqani would at that time be useful to reinstall the Taliban 
in Kabul to keep India at bay. Th ird, army operations in the FATA  were 
widely considered the main reason for retaliation in the form of terrorist 
attacks in the main cities of Pakistan— where suicide attacks had never 
been as frequent as in the years 2009–2010.

As a result, the United States gradually came to the conclusion that they 
should ask the Pakistanis to let them handle the job themselves, with as much 
Pakistani support as possible. Th e American administration longed for the 
Pakistanis to allow them to undertake hot pursuit in the tribal area. Th ey 
 were rebuked by Islamabad, whose leaders— civilian as well as military— 
considered that such moves would encroach on the country’s sovereignty. 
But the United States obtained signifi cant concessions in 2009–2010.

According to cables released by WikiLeaks and published in 2011 by 
the Karachi- based newspaper Dawn, as early as May 2009, the American 
ambassador in Islamabad, Anne Patterson, wrote to the State Department 
that the United States had “created Intelligence Fusion cells with embedded 
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U.S. Special Forces with both SSG [Special Ser vices Group] and Frontier 
Corps (Bala Hisar, Peshawar) with the Rover equipment ready to  deploy. 
Th rough these embeds, we are assisting the Pakistanis to collect and coor-
dinate existing intelligence assets. We have not been given Pakistani mili-
tary permission to accompany the Pakistani forces on deployments as 
yet.”76 But by September, joint intelligence activities had been expanded to 
include army headquarters: “Pakistan,” Patterson said, “has begun to ac-
cept intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance support from the U.S. 
military for COIN [counterinsurgency]. In addition ‘intelligence fusion 
centers’ had been established ‘at the headquarters of Frontier Corps and the 
11th Corps and we expect at additional sites, including GHQ and the 12th 
Corps in Baluchistan.’ ”

In addition to these developments regarding intelligence sharing, in the 
late 2000s the United States obtained what it had dearly wished for: an in-
tensifi cation of drone strikes (a key point to which I’ll return below). Th e 
Pakistan army did not authorize the United States to strike on its territory 
explicitly and did not share intelligence in any open, unambiguous, and 
constant manner. On the contrary, in the spirit of a true client state, it 
extracted as much compensation as it could in terms of fi nancial support 
and arms.

Arms delivery was an important concern to the Pakistani generals, at a 
time when the military collaboration between Islamabad and New Delhi 
was increasing. To have access to American weapons was a key component 
of their country’s credibility vis- à- vis India, and it was a prestige issue. Many 
deals  were fi nalized under George W. Bush, but naturally, they spilled over 
into Obama’s fi rst term. According to a congressional report, “in 2002, the 
United States began allowing commercial sales that enabled Pakistan to re-
furbish at least part of its fl eet of American- made F-16 fi ghter aircraft  and, 
three years later, Washington announced that it would resume sales of 
new F-16 fi ghters to Pakistan aft er a 16- year hiatus.”77 But F-16s  were only 
the most symbolic items on the Pakistani shopping list. According to the 
Pentagon, sales agreements between both countries amounted to $4.55 billion 
over the years 2002–2007, the F-16s and related equipment representing a 
large fraction of this. In fact, the F-16 deal could be broken down into three 
components: eigh teen new F-16C/D block 50/52 combat aircraft s with an op-
tion for eigh teen more, amounting to $1.43 billion; about sixty midlife up-
dated kits for F-16A/B, representing $891 million; F-16 armaments (includ-
ing 500 air- to- air missiles and 1,450 2,000- pound bombs), representing $667 
million. Other major defense supplies included eight P-3C Orion maritime 
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patrol aircraft s and their refurbishment (worth $474 million), 100 Harpoon 
anti- ship missiles (worth $298 million), six C-130E transport aircraft , and 
twenty AH- IF Cobra attack he li cop ters (worth $163 million). Th e State De-
partment had to justify these sales when they  were paid for using American 
aid in the form of foreign military fi nancing, on the grounds that they  were 
“solely for counterterrorism eff orts, broadly defi ned.”78

Members of Congress  were skeptical about such arguments.79 In June 
2006, the Pentagon notifi ed Congress of arm sales worth up to $5.1 billion, 
including the eigh teen newly built F-16s mentioned above. Members of 
Congress objected that these aircraft  “ were better suited to fi ghting India 
than to combating terrorists”80—to no avail. Two years later, a congress-
man belonging to the Indian caucus, Gary Ackerman, protested again that 
F-16s could hardly be used as counterinsurgency weapons— all the more so 
as some of these F-16s had been refi tted to carry nuclear bombs).81 Th e State 
Department offi  cial who responded argued that this aircraft  has become “an 
iconic symbol” of U.S.– Pakistan relations.82 Indeed, as Craig Cohen and 
Derek Chollet have rightly pointed out, “Although foreign military fi nancing 
is oft en justifi ed to Congress as playing a critical role in the war on terror-
ism, in reality the weapons systems are oft en prestige items to help Pakistan 
in the event of war with India.”83 Th is means that U.S.– Pakistan relations 
are again (or rather still) structured around forms of military cooperation 
intended, from Islamabad’s point of view, to cope with India.84 When the 
fi rst batch of F-16 jets arrived in Pakistan in July 2010, one of the offi  cials 
receiving them commented upon this delivery in unambiguous terms, 
“Look at the rival [India]. How many fi ghter jets they are purchasing?”85

Although the Obama administration would have probably been less in-
clined to sell as many arms as its pre de ces sor did, especially given Congress’s 
growing objections, it delivered them—in early 2010, the United States ap-
proved the delivery of twelve Lockheed Martin F-16Cs and six F-16Ds— and 
fi nalized other agreements that the Pakistani army greatly appreciated. For 
the Pakistani generals, in addition to military equipment, the fact that some 
of their offi  cers could receive training in the United States was very much 
valued. In 2009–2010, eight Pakistani air force members spent ten months 
in Arizona to be trained to fl y the new F-16s.86 Th ese pi lots  were the fi rst 
Pakistani offi  cers to receive training in the United States since 1983.

When Washington showed reluctance and when the growing pervasive-
ness of anti- Americanism in Pakistan further complicated army collabora-
tion with the United States, Islamabad hardened its attitude. In October 
2010, it claimed that the country’s sovereignty had been violated by a NATO 
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he li cop ter that had crossed the Durand Line and killed two Pakistani sol-
diers and one paramilitary in Kurram,87 and it decided to stop the fl ow of 
supplies to NATO forces in Af ghan i stan through the Torkham area. Th is 
move was clearly intended to remind the United States of its vulnerable po-
sition as regards its troop supply lines— all the more so as convoys attempt-
ing to use an alternative route  were attacked.88

Th is “incident” and the growing tensions between the United States and 
Pakistan (Islamabad was then resentful of Obama’s decision to visit India 
and not Pakistan the following month) precipitated the or ga ni za tion of a 
strategic dialogue. By holding such a meeting in Washington, the U.S. gov-
ernment recognized that the Pakistani generals had to be its main interloc-
utors for all security matters it regarded as a priority. Th e Pakistani army 
came away with a $2 billion military aid package. Th is amount was similar 
to the $1.5 billion in security- related aid the United States already granted 
Pakistan every year, but it was “a multiyear security pact,” which, according 
to an American offi  cial, meant a lot to the Pakistani army: “Th is is designed 
to make our military and security assistance to Pakistan predictable and to 
signal to them that they can count on us.”89 Th e new security pact comprised 
three parts: the sale of American military equipment to Pakistan, a program 
to allow Pakistani offi  cers to study at American war colleges, and counter-
insurgency assistance to Pakistani troops.

Th is $2 billion package came at a time when money had become an issue 
between the Pakistani army and the United States. Until 2007, most of the 
annual bills submitted to the United States for an amount of about $1 bil-
lion  were paid without question. Th e rejection rate was only 1.5 percent in 
2005. It  rose to about one- third in 2007 and jumped to 38 percent in 2008 
and 44 percent in 2009. What was at stake  were “the claims submitted by 
Pakistan as compensation for military gear, food, water, troop housing and 
other expenses.”90 Th e 2010 $2 billion package was clearly intended to restore 
some mea sure of trust between the Pakistani army and the Obama admin-
istration. Th is deal was important because at that time more than before, it 
seemed, according to Hussain Haqqani, that “for Pakistanis, the money was 
never enough. Every now and then, Pakistani offi  cers showed up with charts 
to illustrate the presumed economic loss the country suff ered because of ter-
rorism and the war against it.”91

To sum up: one year aft er the Kerry- Lugar- Berman Act was passed, the 
Obama administration was conforming to the old pattern defi ned above as 
a security- oriented form of clientelism. Th e emphasis remained on military 
cooperation. Th e April 2011 White House quarterly report on Af ghan i stan 
and Pakistan devoted more space to the military agreement than to civilian 
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projects.92 Th e paragraph regarding the agreement signed during the Octo-
ber 2010 U.S.– Pakistan Strategic Dialogue is worth citing in  extenso:

Th e [U.S.] commitment includes a request to the Congress for $2 billion 
in Foreign Military Financing (FMF) and $29 million in International 
Military Education and Training (IMET) funding over a 5- year period 
(Fiscal year 2012–2016). FMF provides the foundation for Pakistan’s long- 
term defense modernization. In addition, the IMET commitment will 
allow Pakistani military personnel the opportunity to train alongside 
their U.S. counterparts, which will help create deepened personal relation-
ships and enhance our strategic partnership. IMET funding was sus-
pended along with other security assistance during the decade- long period 
of Pressler Sanctions, depriving a generation of Pakistani offi  cers of an 
opportunity to attend courses in the United States that impart our values 
for civilian control of the military, human rights, military or ga ni za tion, 
and operational planning, among other things.93

Th e emphasis on long- term collaboration, which until then had applied 
to civilians,  here concerns the military, with a goal of modernizing the 
Pakistani army— never offi  cially mentioned before— and providing training. 
Ironically, the report suggests that human rights protection will be en-
hanced by U.S.- trained army offi  cers. In contrast, the report admits that the 
civilian dimension of the U.S.– Pakistan relations is lagging behind: while 
the Enhanced Partnership with Pakistan Act provided for the spending of 
$1.5 billion a year for civilian projects, “the United States Agency for Inter-
national Development [USAID] has disbursed $877.9 million in civilian 
assistance since the passage of Kerry- Lugar- Berman legislation in fall 2009, 
not including humanitarian assistance. While some new programs are un-
derway, it will take time for other projects, particularly large infrastructure 
projects, to be fully implemented.”94 Ambassador Robin Raphel, who had 
been appointed “coordinator for nonmilitary assistance in Pakistan” in 
2009, admitted two years later that “it was unrealistic to think we could 
spend such a large amount of money so quickly.”95 Daniel Markey attributes 
this failure not only to the fact that USAID was not able any more to handle 
such a sum but also to the tensions between this institution and Holbrooke, 
until his untimely death in December 2010.

Th e contrast between the fi nancial eff ort in favor of the military and the 
civilian sector is obvious in table 8.1. Th e nonmilitary component of U.S. as-
sistance to Pakistan represented only 33.8 percent of the total in 2007 by the 
end of the second term of George W. Bush, whereas it has reached about 
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45 percent in 2009 and about 40 percent in 2010. And with $2.735 billion in 
2010, the military component was almost the double of what it was, as an 
average, during the second term of George W. Bush.

On the top of it, the Obama administration overlooked the conditionali-
ties that  were supposed to be part of the Enhanced Partnership with Paki-
stan Act. Th is act required the secretary of state to certify that Pakistan 
fulfi lled certain criteria regarding noninterference with the civilian pro-
cesses, sharing of intelligence with the United States regarding Islamist 
networks, cessation of any form of support to the Afghan Taliban, and so 
on. Th e secretary of state had to provide certifi cation every year for the 
money to be disbursed. When she occupied this post, Hillary Clinton de-
layed the assessment exercise and, eventually, gave her certifi cation on 
March 18, 2010, considering that Pakistan was in compliance with all the 
conditionalities— something se nior American offi  cers themselves contra-
dicted privately, especially aft er the Pakistani authorities’ actions taken 
against CIA staff  members and their demand for a drastic reduction of the 
Special Forces (see below). Th e Obama administration preferred to look the 
other way so as not to alienate the Pakistani generals.

“MASTERS, NOT FRIENDS”? THE CRISIS OF U.S.– PAK 
RELATIONS (2011–2013)

Th e standard clientelistic model was based on a form of subcontracting: the 
American patron paid the Pakistani authorities in exchange for the per for-
mance of certain tasks. In this exchange, Pakistan retained a certain degree 
of autonomy. Th e country’s sovereignty was admittedly encroached upon in 
the 1950s–1960s with the installation of U-2 bases to which Pakistani offi  -
cials themselves  were denied access. But Ayub Khan made sure that the 
Americans behaved as “friends, not masters”— a phrase he used for the title 
of his autobiography, which signifi cantly devoted considerable space to 
U.S.– Pakistani relations.96 As a result, aft er Rus sia identifi ed Pakistan as 
the country from which the U-2s  were coming, the lease granted by Islam-
abad for the base in Badaber was not renewed— and the base was shut down 
in 1968. More important in the 1980s, the golden age of U.S.– Pakistan coop-
eration, Islamabad had been given considerable leeway, enabling it to pro-
mote the groups of Afghan mujahideen it considered with favor. In the 
2001–2008 period, the Bush administration also gave Musharraf a degree 
of latitude and tried to balance out the India– U.S. rapprochement by cozy-
ing up to Pakistan. Obama has behaved diff erently. Not only has he choked 
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the Pakistanis by confl ating them with the Afghans (at best perceived as 
good mujahideen but rustic tribals by the Punjabi establishment) in the ex-
pression “AfPak”— and Pakistanis resented the trilateral summits the 
United States hosted with Pakistan and a pro- India Af ghan i stan under 
Karzai— but furthermore, he has made no secret of his preference for India 
as strategic partner in South Asia and attached little importance to Paki-
stan’s sovereignty as evident from his intensive use of drones.

DRONE ATTACKS

For many Pakistanis, the drone attacks have become a symbol of the way 
the United States has disregarded their country’s sovereignty. Th ese attacks 
had already started under the Bush administration. In fact, the WikiLeaks 
cables show that as early as January 2008, Kayani was asking the United 
States for some Predator coverage in South Waziristan while his army 
conducted operations against militants. According to K. Alan Kronstadt, 
a specialist in South Asian aff airs at the Congressional Research Ser vice, in 
April 2008, three Predators  were “deployed at a secret Pakistani airbase and 
can be launched without specifi c permission from the Islamabad govern-
ment.”97 Although the drone strikes increased in 2008, they  were ramped 
up dramatically under President Obama. In fact, “in its fi rst eigh teen 
months, the Obama administration authorized more drone attacks in Pa-
kistan than its pre de ces sor did over two terms.”98 In 2010, these attacks fo-
cused on North Waziristan, where militants had regrouped aft er the South 
Waziristan operation the year before. Th e number of drone strikes in this 
region  rose from 22 in 2009 to 104 in 2010.99 Th e London- based Bureau of 
Investigative Journalism estimated that less than one- third (714) of the 
2,400 to 3,888 persons killed by the 405 drone attacks in Pakistan from 2004 
to December 2014 have been identifi ed.100 Indeed, most of the offi  cial Ameri-
can fi gures leave civilian casualties unrecorded.101 According to the New 
America Foundation’s drone database, considered the most accurate source, 
the number of drone strikes increased from 9 over the years 2004–2007 to 
33 in 2008, 53 in 2009, 118 in 2010, and 70 in 2011. For the Foundation, “the 
310 reported drone strikes in northwest Pakistan, including 27 in 2012, from 
2004 to the present have killed approximately between 1,870 and 2,873 indi-
viduals, of whom around 1,577 to 2,402  were described as militants in reliable 
press accounts. Th us, the true non- militant fatality rate since 2004 according 
to our analysis is approximately 16 percent. In 2011, it was more like eleven 
percent.”102 Steve Coll gives similar fi gures so far as the civilian casualties 
are concerned: “In Obama’s fi rst year in offi  ce, the fi gure was twenty 
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percent— still very high. By 2012, it was fi ve per cent.” But major blunders 
 were still committed (forty- one tribal elders taking part in a jirga  were killed 
by mistake in 2011, for instance). And this is one of the reasons why, by mid-
2012, Obama had ordered John Brennan (the deputy national security advisor 
for homeland security and counterterrorism and assistant to the president) 
to reassess the drone policy. Th e number of drone strikes diminished and 
was further reduced aft er Brennan became chief of the CIA in 2013.103 Ac-
cording to the New America Foundation, the number of strikes has fallen 
from seventy- three in 2011 to forty- eight in 2012, twenty- seven in 2013, and 
twenty- one in 2014, and the number of casualties has followed the same 
trend: 849 in 2010, 517 in 2011, 306 in 2012, 153 in 2013, and 138 in 2014.

Targeted killings  were the chosen method for decimating the Islamist 
network— and remained so to some extent. Already in June 2004, Nek Mo-
hammad was killed by a missile launched from a Predator. Baitullah Mehsud 
met the same fate in August 2009. But many civilians— and even Pakistani 
soldiers— died, too,104 and civilian casualties  were one of the reasons for the 
American unpopularity among the Pakistani people.105 Th is is why the Pa-
kistani army made a point of systematically voicing vehement protest against 
drone operations.

THE RETALIATION– COUNTERRETALIATION CYCLE

In addition to drone strikes, the presence of American agents on Pakistani 
territory has increasingly been perceived as attacks against the sovereignty 
of Pakistan by Islamabad and Rawalpindi. Th e Pakistani authorities sent a 
signal to the United States by leaking to the media the name of the Islamabad- 
based CIA station chief in December 2010. Th e agent immediately received 
death threats and left  the country. CIA contractors presented an even 
 bigger problem. Th e Obama administration had authorized a considerable 
number of CIA agents to be sent to Pakistan,106 many of them as “contrac-
tors,” dispensing Washington from having to reveal their true mission to the 
government in Islamabad. And Pakistan apparently issued hundreds of 
work visas without realizing that it was granting residency permits to Ameri-
can spies. (Besides CIA agents, contractors of Xe (formerly Blackwater)— a 
private security fi rm [in]famous for its role in Iraq— was active in Pakistan. 
In 2009 a former U.S. offi  cial revealed that Blackwater people worked on a 
CIA base in Baluchistan.)107

In January 2011, one of these CIA contractors, Raymond Davis, killed two 
Pakistanis who, according to him,  were trying to steal something from him 
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while he was driving in Lahore. He was arrested and the Pakistani authori-
ties refused to release him for one month in spite of intense pressure from 
the American ambassador, who argued that he was protected by diplomatic 
immunity. He was eventually freed and allowed to return to his country, 
probably in exchange for fi nancial compensation to the victims’ families 
(even though the American authorities denied any payment) and for the 
American promise of reducing the number of Special Forces and CIA 
agents/contractors.108

THE OSAMA BIN LADEN RAID

On May 2, 2011, the raid in Abbottabad that ended in the killing of bin Laden 
showed that the Americans continued to conduct a number of activities in 
Pakistan that encroached on the country’s sovereignty. First, it would not 
have been possible to locate bin Laden’s residence in Abbottabad without 
intense activity on the part of U.S. intelligence agents that the Pakistani 
authorities  were apparently unaware of. Above and beyond that, the CIA 
could secretly approach and recruit a health offi  cial, the surgeon general in 
Khyber Agency, Shakil Afridi, to scout out the location under cover of a vac-
cination campaign.109

Second, the operation code- named “Geronimo”— involving twenty- three 
Navy SEALs from the Naval Special Warfare Development Group and a 
half- dozen he li cop ters (including two MH-60 Black Hawks)— apparently 
left  from the American base in Jalalabad, Af ghan i stan, and crossed the 
Pakistani border in secret. Certain Pakistani offi  cials, such as the ambas-
sador to London110 and ISI offi  cers,111 claimed that their country had been 
involved in the operation in which bin Laden was killed, but others, higher 
ranked, starting with President Zardari— all too eager to seize an opportu-
nity to criticize the army (at least for incompetence)— said they had not been 
informed of the operation,112 which thus constituted a violation of Pakistan’s 
sovereignty. Th eir denials can doubtless be explained by the unpopularity 
of such an operation in public opinion. But several American sources “con-
fi rmed” that the United States did not want to let the Pakistanis in on the 
secret.113 Hillary Clinton and, more cautiously, Barack Obama,  were careful 
not to off end the Pakistanis by suggesting that they had helped the United 
States to locate bin Laden,114 but Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff  Michael 
Mullen apparently did not let Kayani in on the  whole operation until three 
 o’clock in the morning of May 2.115 An Obama advisor even told the New 
Yorker: “Th ere was a real lack of confi dence that the Pakistanis could keep 
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this secret for more than a nanosecond.”116 As for Leon Panetta, chief of the 
CIA, he clearly stated that the Pakistanis had been kept in the dark in sur-
prisingly explicit terms: “Any eff ort to work with the Pakistanis could 
jeopardize the mission. Th ey might alert the targets.”117

Th e Pakistani authorities— who had fi rst suggested that this operation 
had been jointly or ga nized by both countries— protested against the unilat-
eral incursion of American he li cop ters from Af ghan i stan without any offi  -
cial clearance,118 claiming that it was a violation of national sovereignty. In a 
short communiqué, “the chief of army staff  made it very clear that any sim-
ilar action, violating the sovereignty of Pakistan, will warrant a review on 
the level of military/intelligence co- operation with the U.S.”119

Th e Pakistani army reacted particularly badly to Operation Geronimo 
for three reasons. First, the presence of bin Laden in a city only 75 miles 
from Islamabad, which  houses a military academy and where several retired 
offi  cers reside, fueled suspicions as to possible complicity as well as allega-
tions of incompetence: either the general staff  knew and was guilty of collu-
sion, or it did not know and doubts about its professionalism  were thus 
warranted. Second, the civil authorities, starting with President Zardari and 
one of his close associates, Pakistan’s ambassador to Washington, Hussain 
Haqqani, stood to gain from this military’s fi asco (as the “Memogate” epi-
sode will show below), while pointedly congratulating the Americans.120 
Th ird, Operation Geronimo, if conducted as reported above, attested to 
the ease with which the Americans penetrated Pakistani territory, again in 
disregard for the country’s sovereignty.

In reaction, the army arrested fi ve Pakistanis who helped the Americans 
plan Operation Geronimo, including Dr. Afridi, who has been sentenced to 
jail for thirty- three years for high treason— the ISI wanting to make an ex-
ample out of him. Pakistan also asked the United States to vacate the Shamsi 
Air Base in the Baluchistan desert, although it was an important location 
for the drone operations in the tribal area.121

“HOT PURSUIT” AND “FRIENDLY FIRE”

Back in the early 2000s, NATO troops wanted to pursue assailants in Af-
ghan i stan who took refuge across the Pakistani border aft er their attacks. 
Th e Pakistani authorities denied them permission for such “hot pursuit” 
actions, as they are known, because Pakistan wanted to avoid foreign mili-
tary presence on its soil and to monitor on its own a border that was already 
extremely sensitive given Af ghan i stan’s refusal to recognize the Durand 
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Line. Although incursions  were rare, blunders  were less so.  U.S. soldiers 
pursuing Islamists to the “border” or merely patrolling along this imagi-
nary line— more imaginary in this case than any frontier— have mistaken 
their target a number of times and opened fi re on Pakistani soldiers. Each 
incidence of such “friendly fi re” has given rise to reactions of public opin-
ion. In the month of June 2007, opposition members walked out of the 
National Assembly to protest against an incursion of American troops on 
Pakistani soil that left  thirty- two dead.

In June 2008, eleven Pakistani soldiers  were killed by American “friendly 
fi re,” and in September an even more deadly operation took place in Angoor 
Ada, South Waziristan, where three he li cop ters searching for terrorists 
killed nearly two dozen people— including women and children— among 
whom there was not a single Islamist. In retaliation, Pakistan blocked con-
voys supplying NATO troops with gasoline for an unlimited period, which 
turned out to be fairly short.

Two years later, in another blunder, two Pakistani soldiers  were killed. 
But the most serious incident took place in Salala in November 2011. Th is 
Mohmand Agency checkpoint in the FATA on the Afghan border was the 
target of strikes from he li cop ters and fi ghter planes that lasted several hours 
and left  twenty- four Pakistani soldiers dead.122 Th is time, the Pakistani au-
thorities appointed a commission of inquiry and closed all NATO supply 
lines between Pakistan and Af ghan i stan.

All of the above- mentioned factors— from drone strikes to “friendly 
fi re”— are largely responsible for the growing unpopularity of the United 
States in Pakistani public opinion in recent years.123 According to a Pew 
Research Center study published in July 2010, 59 percent of the Pakistanis 
interviewed described the United States as an enemy and only 11 percent as 
a partner. Only 8 percent expressed confi dence in Obama— a record fi gure, 
as none of the other twenty- one countries included in the opinion survey 
had such a poor image of the American president.124 Th is anti- Americanism 
partly explains the rising infl uence of the party led by Imran Khan, former 
national cricket team captain turned po liti cal leader, whose opposition to 
the United States is his hobby  horse. Th e common denominator for all these 
factors for Pakistan’s rejection of the United States lies in the fear of com-
promising the country’s sovereignty. Th is dread— shared by a large number 
of Pakistanis, even among Westernized elites— has led some of them to re-
consider the Kerry- Lugar- Berman Bill in this light. Th us, the South Asia 
Strategic Stability Institute, a think tank with ties to the military establish-
ment (and the ISI) came out in favor of rejecting it, not only because it limited 
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the army’s margin for maneuver, but also because it would allegedly pre-
vent the country from defending itself. Considering that according to the 
terms of this law, “Pakistan is not allowed to buy any defense articles with-
out the due approval of the President of the United States, Secretary of State 
or the Secretary of Defense of U.S.,” accepting the bill would amount to a 
“freeze on the nuclear weapons program and will result in the Pakistani 
nuclear deterrence as irrelevant for all future confl icts.”125 Th e distrust of not 
only the hawks in the security apparatus toward Americans but many Paki-
stanis in general is rooted in the prevalent view that the reason for the U.S. 
presence in their country is less the fi ght against Islamist terrorism than 
supervision of their leaders, starting with Zardari, and even the takeover of 
their nuclear arsenal.

THE INDIAN FACTOR

Although the bin Laden raid, the Raymond Davis episode, and the Salala 
“friendly fi re” badly aff ected  U.S.– Pakistani relations in 2011, they had 
started to deteriorate in late 2010. At that time, one of the factors of this evo-
lution was India related. For de cades, Islamabad considered Washington 
as one of its key supporters in its competition with its big neighbor, but it 
realized in the post-9/11 context that the United States would, in fact, con-
tribute more to the widening of the gap between India and Pakistan, in-
stead of promoting “parity” (a key word of the Pakistani vocabulary). Th at 
conclusion became particularly clear in November 2010, during Obama’s 
offi  cial visit to India, at a time when, according to the annual Pew survey, 
53 percent of interviewed Pakistanis considered that India posed the great-
est threat to their country— compared with 23 percent who said the same 
about the Taliban. Indeed, Pakistan was particularly antagonized by the 
Indo- U.S. rapprochement, which had already resulted in the 123 Nuclear 
Agreement (2008). Th e military in par tic u lar viewed “the U.S. operations 
in Af ghan i stan with suspicion, not least because they perceive the post-
2002 government in Kabul as being overly friendly towards New Delhi.”126

Obama’s offi  cial visit to India in November 2010 triggered vehement re-
actions in Pakistan for several reasons. Th e American president endorsed 
India for a permanent seat on the United Nations Security Council, lift ed 
export controls on sensitive technologies enacted in the wakes of the 1998 
nuclear tests, and fi nalized an order for ten Boeing C-17 Globemaster III 
aircraft , worth $5.8 billion. Certainly, he invited India to resume talks with 
Pakistan, but he remained silent when Manmohan Singh responded that 
he could not have meaningful discussions with Pakistan until it shut down 
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the “terror machine” on its territory.127 Naturally, Obama did not mention 
the Kashmir issue.

Th e fi nal communiqué suggested that India had now become a major 
global partner in a way that could only worry the Pakistanis. Indeed, in this 
joint  statement:

Th e two sides committed to intensify consultation, cooperation and coor-
dination to promote a stable, demo cratic, prosperous, and in de pen dent 
Af ghan i stan. President Obama appreciated India’s enormous contribution 
to Af ghan i stan’s development and welcomed enhanced Indian assistance 
that will help Af ghan i stan achieve self- suffi  ciency. In addition to their 
own in de pen dent assistance programs in Af ghan i stan, the two sides re-
solved to pursue joint development projects with the Afghan Government 
in capacity building, agriculture and women’s  empowerment.

Th ey reiterated that success in Af ghan i stan and regional and global se-
curity require elimination of safe havens and infrastructure for terrorism 
and violent extremism in Af ghan i stan and Pakistan. Condemning terror-
ism in all its forms, the two sides agreed that all terrorist networks, in-
cluding Lashkar e- Taiba, must be defeated and called for Pakistan to bring 
to justice the perpetrators of the November 2008 Mumbai attacks.128

Far from asking India to maintain some distance from Afghanistan—
as General McChrystal had suggested in 2009, precisely to reassure the 
Pakistanis— President Obama seemed to invite India to get even more in-
volved in this country, as he intended to withdraw U.S. troops and was look-
ing for development partners in Af ghan i stan. Th is went entirely against 
the wishes of Islamabad, which had asked Washington to keep New Delhi 
at bay.129

Not only did Obama (along with Manmohan Singh) point his fi nger at 
Pakistan from India— something British Prime Minister Cameron had al-
ready done a few months before— but, as further humiliation, he decided 
not to go to Pakistan, journeying instead to Indonesia, South Korea, and 
Japan. Th at was an almost unpre ce dented move since up until that point, 
with the exception of Jimmy Carter in 1978, American presidents who had 
been to India had also visited Pakistan—if only for a few hours, as Bill Clin-
ton did in 2000.
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AMERICA’S GROWING ANTI- PAKISTANISM

While the Pakistanis increasingly distrust the Americans, the latter have 
reciprocated in an increasingly overt manner.

Th e failed Times Square terrorist attack was probably a milestone for 
many Americans. On May 2, 2010, a car full of explosives was neutralized at 
Times Square before it could make a devastating impact. Its owner, Faisal 
Shazad, who was arrested trying to leave the country, had just spent fi ve 
months in Pakistan. As it turned out, he had been trained there in the camps 
of jihadi organizations such as Jaish- e- Mohammed. Interestingly, he was 
the son of an ex- vice marshal of the Pakistani Air Force and had studied in the 
United States from 1994 onwards. As a fi nancial analyst, he had obtained U.S. 
citizenship in 2009.130 Th e AfPak area had remained associated with terror-
ism in American minds since 9/11, and the Times Square episode merely 
reactivated this latent repre sen ta tion. Th e incident not only fostered dis-
trust vis- à- vis Pakistani immigrants but, according to some Washington 
analysts, reconfi rmed the inability of the Pakistani authorities to deal with 
terrorist networks—or, even worse, their complacent attitude toward them.

However, the main reason for increasing American distrust came ex-
actly one year later, when Osama bin Laden was discovered and killed by 
an American commando. While Obama simply said that bin Laden had 
probably benefi ted from some support structure, which needed to be iden-
tifi ed and elucidated, the U.S. Congress—in tune with mainstream public 
opinion— questioned Pakistan’s reliability more vehemently than ever be-
fore. Either the Pakistani authorities had some knowledge about bin Lad-
en’s hideout and therefore their duplicity was of an even larger magnitude 
than one could imagine before, or they  were oblivious, and that meant that 
they could not be of much help in the global war against terror. In both 
cases, members of Congress argued that the United States should reconsider 
the huge fi nancial support granted to the country.

Th e outcome of this review, less than three months later and aft er three 
other major incidents, was a reduction in aid. On May 7, the name of the 
new CIA station chief in Islamabad was again leaked to the media, includ-
ing a daily newspaper, the Nation, notoriously close to the military estab-
lishment. Th e Americans attributed this development to the ISI.131 Two weeks 
later, on May 22, an Islamist commando infi ltrated the Karachi strategic na-
val base and resisted the army’s counteroff ensive for about ten hours, killing 
a dozen people and destroying sophisticated U.S.- made equipment. A Paki-
stani journalist well known for his expertise regarding the military– 
Islamist nexus, Syed Saleem Shahzad, revealed in the Asia Times Online that 
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the attack was in retaliation for the arrest of about ten Al Qaeda members 
by Pakistani naval forces and, more important, that complicity within the 
navy itself had made it possible.

Th ese revelations made a particularly strong impact as they came just af-
ter the humiliation of Operation Geronimo, which had deeply aff ected the 
credibility and prestige of the Pakistani army. Th e army generals, who  were 
already adept at denouncing as antipatriotic the investigative journalists’ ex-
posure of breaches in the security apparatus, resorted to more radical 
means. According to U.S. intelligence, the ISI was behind the torturing and 
killing of Shahzad. Besides eliminating one of the most courageous media 
personalities in Pakistan, this murder aimed to dissuade his colleagues from 
continuing their investigations.132 Interestingly, Admiral Mullen was among 
the fi rst American offi  cials to point an accusing fi nger at the ISI.

Th e chain of events over those six months— from the fi rst leak of the Is-
lamabad CIA station chief ’s identity to the killing of Shahzad— led Barack 
Obama, on July 9, 2011, to either suspend or cancel one- third of the U.S. 
military aid to the Pakistani army, that is, about $800 million out of $2 
billion. Th ese mea sures did not aff ect the core of the security relations be-
tween both countries as the delivery of key equipment such as F-16s was 
not at stake. In fact, $300 million of the cuts pertained to already problem-
atic compensations that the United States was supposed to give Pakistan in 
exchange for the deployment of troops on its western border— but that they 
increasingly refused to pay.133 During her daily press briefi ng, Victoria Nu-
land, spokesperson for the secretary of state, while she emphasized the con-
tinuation of civilian aid, justifi ed the president’s decision in terms showing 
that the United States tried to use military aid as a bargaining card: “When 
it comes to our military assistance,  we’re not prepared to continue provid-
ing that at the pace that we  were providing it unless and until we see certain 
steps taken.”134

Th e relations between Pakistan and the United States further deterio-
rated during the fall. On September  13, 2011, insurgents fi ring rocket- 
propelled grenades and automatic weapons and suicide bombers attacked 
simultaneously four targets in Kabul, including the American embassy and 
NATO headquarters. Immediately, the deputy chief of Kabul attributed this 
highly sophisticated operation, which killed seven Afghans, to the Haqqani 
Network. Ten days later, Admiral Mullen, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff , who was to retire in a few days, confi rmed this interpretation and went 
one step further. Admiral Mullen, who had worked hard to build a relation-
ship of trust with the Pakistani army, and in par tic u lar with General Kay-
ani, declared before the Senate Armed Ser vices Committee:
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Th e fact remains that the Quetta Shura and the Haqqani Network operate 
from Pakistan with impunity. Extremist organizations serving as proxies 
of the government of Pakistan are attacking Afghan troops and civilians 
as well as U.S. soldiers. For example, we believe the Haqqani Network— 
which has long enjoyed the support and protection of the Pakistani gov-
ernment and is, in many ways, a strategic arm of Pakistan’s Inter- Services 
Intelligence Agency—is responsible for the September 13th attacks against 
the U.S. Embassy in Kabul.135

Th e American media interpreted this statement as announcing a policy 
turn, especially aft er the New York Times, fi ve days later, published the out-
come of a fi ne piece of investigative journalism showing that in 2007 Paki-
stani soldiers had killed a U.S. major and wounded three other offi  cers who 
 were mediating between Afghan and Pakistani troops over a border issue 
in Teri Mangal.136 Certainly, it was the fi rst time that such a high- ranking 
American offi  cer pointed his fi nger at the connection between the Pakistani 
army and the Haqqani Network. But this connection was already well known, 
if not publicly denounced. In a 2009 secret review, Ambassador to Pakistan 
Anne Patterson wrote: “Pakistan’s army and ISI are covertly sponsoring 
four militant groups— Haqqani’s HQN [Haqqani Network], Mullah Omar’s 
QST [Quetta Shura Taliban], Al Qaeda, and LeT— and will not abandon 
them for any amount of U.S. money.”137

Mullen did not say anything new in terms of policy recommendations. 
Th e idea that the United States must continue to engage Pakistan in order 
(1) to persuade its leaders that they are taking a huge risk in not quashing 
the Islamist forces they have more or less created and (2) to convince its so-
ciety, through development- oriented aid, that the United States is a friend 
is, mutatis mutandis Obama’s policy and, before him, that of the Kerry- 
Lugar Bill. Interestingly, the American president downplayed the alarmist 
dimension of Mullen’s statement soon aft er, saying on the radio about the 
relation between the Pakistani army and the Haqqani Network, “the intel-
ligence is not as clear as we might like in terms of what exactly that relation-
ship is. . . .  But my attitude is, whether there is active engagement with 
Haqqani on the part of the Pakistanis or rather just passively allowing them 
to operate with impunity in some of these border regions, they’ve got to take 
care of this problem.” Asked if Mullen was correct, Obama said: “I think 
Mike’s testimony expressed frustration over the fact that safe havens exist, 
including the Haqqani network safe haven, inside of Pakistan.” Obama also 
underlined the successful aspect of the U.S.– Pakistan  relations:
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We’ve been very fi rm with them about needing to go aft er safe havens in-
side of Pakistan, but  we’ve tried to also preserve the intelligence coopera-
tion that  we’ve obtained that’s allowed us to go aft er al- Qaeda in a very 
eff ective way,” he told the host, Michael Smerconish. “Th ere’s no doubt 
that the relationship is not where it needs to be and we are going to keep 
on pressing them to recognise that it is in their interest, not just ours, to 
make sure that extremists are not operating within their borders” added 
Obama. Th e U.S. president however credited Pakistan with “outstanding 
cooperation in going aft er al- Qaeda.”138

At a ceremony marking the end of his tenure, Mullen emphasized that 
the U.S. relationship with Pakistan was “vexing and yet vital.” “I continue 
to believe that there is no solution in the region without Pakistan, and no 
stable future in the region without a partnership.” He added: “I urged Marty 
[Martin Dempsey, his successor] to remember the importance of Pakistan 
to all of this, to try and do a better job than I did.”139 Mullen told CNN in 
an interview: “Th e worst case, for me, is to see Pakistan deteriorate and 
somehow get to a point where it’s being run by insurgents who are in the 
possession of nuclear weapons and nuclear weapons technology, which 
would mean that that part of the world would continue to deteriorate and 
become much more dangerous.”

Congress was less accommodating. On September 23, 2011, the Enhanced 
Partnership with Pakistan Act (EPPA) was amended so as to stipulate  that

no aid would be available to Pakistan unless the Secretary of State certi-
fi es that Pakistan is making mea sur able progress towards achieving the 
principal objectives of U.S. assistance to Pakistan as stated in the Pakistan 
Assistance Strategy Report. Furthermore, in order to receive security as-
sistance within EPPA, Pakistan would have to show demonstrable prog-
ress in combating terrorist groups, including the Haqqani Network; fully 
assist the U.S. in investigating bin Laden’s residency in Pakistan; and 
facilitate entry/exit visas for U.S. military trainers and personnel for other 
cooperative programs and projects in Pakistan.140

In December 2011, in reaction to the closure of NATO supply lines to 
Af ghan i stan in the aft ermath of the “friendly fi re” incident in Salala, Con-
gress passed the National Defense Authorization Act, which further 
tightened conditions for granting aid Pakistan. It planned “to withhold 
60% of any [Fiscal Year] 2012 appropriations for the Pentagon’s Pakistan 
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Counterinsurgency Fund (PCF) unless the Secretary of Defense reports to 
Congress a strategy for the use of such funds and the metrics for determin-
ing their eff ectiveness, and a strategy to enhance Pakistani eff orts to coun-
ter improvised explosive devices.”141

PAKISTANI (LIMITED) ACTS OF RETALIATION

In response to American reprisals, Pakistan devised its own. To counter the 
United States Congress, the Pakistani Parliament, aft er extensive debate, 
drew up its own roadmap entitled “Guidelines for Revised Terms of Engage-
ment with U.S.A/NATO/ISAF and General Foreign Policy.” Th is document, 
which was passed on April 12, 2012, stipulated in its fi rst three  articles:

 1. Th e relationship with U.S.A. should be based on mutual respect for the sov-
ereignty, in de pen dence and territorial integrity of each  other;

 2. Th e U.S. footprint should be reviewed. Th is means (i) an immediate cessa-
tion of drone attacks inside the territorial borders of Pakistan, (ii) the ces-
sation of infi ltration into Pakistani territory on any pretext, including hot 
pursuit; (iii) Pakistani territory including air space shall not be used for 
transportation of arms and ammunitions to Afghanistan;

 3. Pakistan’s nuclear program and assets, including its safety and security 
cannot be compromised. Th e U.S.- Indo civil nuclear agreement has signifi -
cantly altered the strategic balance in the region[;] therefore Pakistan 
should seek from the U.S. and others a similar treatment/facility.

Furthermore, the Pakistani members of Parliament demanded from the 
Americans “an unconditional apology” for the attack in Salala, which had 
resulted in the “martyrdom [shahadat]” of twenty- four soldiers, and they 
specifi ed that “no private security contractors and/or intelligence operatives 
shall be allowed.” Negotiations  were immediately engaged. Obama sent 
Richard Holbrooke’s successor, Marc Grossman, to Islamabad— but a drone 
strike was launched on April 30 against the Miram Shah bazaar in the capi-
tal of North Waziristan where members of the Haqqani Network, who had 
launched attacks on the U.S., Japa nese, and German embassies in Kabul on 
April 15,  were believed to be hiding.142 Th e negotiations— led by the Defense 
Committee of the Cabinet for the Pakistani side—in fact quickly excluded 
the drones issue and turned to the amount of compensation Islamabad re-
quested in exchange for reopening supply routes to Af ghan i stan, amounts 
discussed privately ranging from $1.8 to $3 billion.143
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Eventually, in early July 2012, Hillary Clinton called her opposite num-
ber, Hina Rabbani Khar, to apologize, and the Pakistani government gave 
up the idea of asking for $5,000 per truck (it reverted to the previous rate of 
$250 per truck). Th is deal was purely transactional: on the one hand, the 
United States was longing for the supply routes to be reopened, as the ad-
ditional cost of using the air routes had been $100 million a month for seven 
months, and on the other hand, the Pakistani government needed U.S. cash. 
Immediately aft er reopening the supply routes on July 4, 2012, the United 
States announced that it would resume paying “co ali tion support funds” 
(which reimburse Pakistan for logistical, military, and other support pro-
vided to American military operations against militants): the Pentagon 
spokesman indicated that the United States had to pay $1 billion in arrears 
since the suspension of payments.144 Th is decision has to be factored in while 
reading table 8.1.

BACK TO BUSINESS AS USUAL? (2013–2015)

Mullen’s formula qualifying the U.S.– Pakistan relation as “vexing and yet 
vital” was never more true than in the years 2011–2012, when tensions be-
tween both countries peaked. But in 2013–2015, a form of normalization 
took place under the new dispensation marked by the election of Nawaz 
Sharif to the post of prime minister and the appointment of Raheel Sharif 
as COAS.

Certainly, during the 2013 election campaign, opposition parties, mainly 
Imran Khan’s Pakistan Tehreeke Insaaf (PTI) and Nawaz Sharif ’s Pakistan 
Muslim League, accused the Pakistan Peoples Party– led government of un-
dermining the sovereignty of Pakistan by permitting drone strikes. But 
these strikes continued aft er Nawaz Sharif ’s electoral success in May 2013, 
and the new prime minister was not less accommodating than his Pakistan 
Peoples Party pre de ces sors. Between June 7 and December 2013, more 
than a dozen drone attacks took place in the FATA (mostly in North Wa-
ziristan),145 in spite of the fact that in August Kerry had paid a visit to 
Islamabad— the fi rst since 2011—to announce that the drone strikes would 
end “very soon.”146 He had also said that he was hopeful of a “deeper, broader 
and more comprehensive partnership”147— words that sounded well in tune 
with the Kerry- Lugar- Breman Bill. During this visit, Kerry also announced 
that the “strategic dialogue” that Pakistan and the United States had initi-
ated in 2010, and which had been suspended in 2011, could now be resumed. 
Th e meeting took place in January 2014. Kerry then said: “Th e United States 
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has no doubt that Prime Minister Sharif ’s policies will put Pakistan on a 
path towards a more prosperous future, and we fully support his goal of 
making Pakistan’s marketplace a tiger economy for the 21st century.”148

Members of Congress  were less positive. A few days before Kerry’s speech, 
it passed a bill binding the U.S. administration to withhold $33 million from 
the funds meant for Pakistan, until Shakil Afridi (the man who had helped 
the United States to locate bin Laden in Abbottabad) was released from 
prison and cleared of all charges—he had been sentenced to thirty- three 
years’ imprisonment for treason in 2012. Th e bill also mentioned that none 
of the funds meant for Pakistan under several major headings (including 
“Economic support fund”) could “be distributed unless the U.S. Secretary 
of State certifi es that Islamabad is cooperating with the United States in 
counter terrorism eff orts against the Haqqani Network, the Quetta Shura 
Taliban, Lashkar- e- Taiba, Jaish- e- Mohammad, al Qaeda and other domes-
tic and foreign terrorist organisations.”149

Th e Obama administration was less cautious and preferred to reset the 
U.S.– Pakistan ties by resorting to the old clientelistic recipes. In December 
2013, Chuck Hagel assured Finance Minister Ishaq Dar that $850 million of 
arrears (pertaining to the co ali tion support fund) would be paid— 
something Dar considered not Pakistan’s “charity, but its right.”150 Nawaz 
Sharif was equally eager to restore the old transactional ties. Certainly, the 
visit of Nawaz Sharif to Washington in October 2013 was overshadowed by 
the drone issue, all the more so as a few days before the UN special rappor-
teur on human rights and counterterrorism had released a report ahead of 
a debate on the use of drones at the UN General Assembly, in which it was 
said that about 330 drone strikes had taken place in Pakistan since 2004 and 
that they had killed about 2,200 people, including 400 civilians.151 (Th e re-
port also said that there was “strong evidence” that top Pakistani and mili-
tary offi  cials approved U.S. drone strikes.)152 But although Nawaz Sharif 
mentioned the drone strikes during his visit, he kept a low profi le on this 
issue. He clearly did not want to weaken his chances to reach his main ob-
jective, which was fi nancial. Given the economic crisis that Pakistan was 
facing, American aid was more important than ever. First, the United States 
helped Pakistan vis- à- vis the International Monetary Fund (IMF). Aft er 
weeks of negotiations, during the fall of 2013, Pakistan had fi nally been of-
fered $6.6 billion by the IMF in exchange for the usual commitment: the 
country is supposed to reduce its bud get defi cit from 8.5 percent of the gross 
domestic product to 3.5 percent in 3 years. Second, Pakistan needed Ameri-
can money— and got some of it. While the Obama administration had 
already obtained from Congress the release of some aid— military and 
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economic— since the summer, the visit of Nawaz Sharif gave the American 
president the opportunity to announce the revival of plans that had been 
blocked for months. Th e total amount of the support was between $1.6 bil-
lion and $2.5 billion according to the available sources.153 Although table 8.1 
shows an erosion of American aid to Pakistan, the total amount of money 
the United States gave to Pakistan in 2014— $1.721 billion— remained above 
the 2004, 2005 and 2007 fi gures.

Th ese money transfers, which continue to take place at a rather high level, 
refl ect the resilience of the old clientelistic relation— back on track once 
again. But Pakistan was to be rewarded even more by the United States aft er 
Islamabad gave up the idea of negotiating with the Tehrik- e Taliban Paki-
stan (TTP) and started to meet some of the American expectations in terms 
of countermilitancy. In 2013, Nawaz Sharif wanted to talk with the Pakistani 
Taliban and looked for a negotiated settlement with the FATA- based TTP, 
whereas the Americans wanted to fi ght this group. Both seemed to be at 
cross- purposes when a drone strike, in November 2013, killed Hakimullah 
Mehsud, the TTP chief, with whom the Sharif government had apparently 
initiated peace talks. Th e PTI immediately orchestrated a massive protest 
against strikes, which it accused not only of resulting in the death of inno-
cent people but also of sabotaging peace. PTI activists blocked the trucks in 
charge of NATO supplies at checkpoints in the province of Khyber Pakh-
tunkhwa, in spite of the offi  cial policy of Islamabad that was much more 
conciliatory.154 Under the PTI’s pressure in the po liti cal arena, Nawaz Sharif 
could not come out in support of a systematic repression of the TTP.

But the United States found a new ally in Raheel Sharif, the successor of 
Kayani in December 2013. An expert in counterinsurgency, Raheel Sharif 
was immediately more determined to fi ght the North Waziristan militants 
than his pre de ces sor. In January 2014, Pakistan air force jets and he li cop-
ters multiplied the bombing of suspected hideouts in the region (and, to a 
lesser extent, in the Khyber and Orakzai Agencies). According to press reports, 
dozens of militants  were killed, including Uzbeks.155 Th en, a full- fl edged 
ground operation was announced and prepared with the evacuation of 
hundreds of thousands of civilians. Immediately aft er it was started, former 
director general of the Inter- Services Public Relations (ISPR) Major Gen-
eral Athar Abbas and former prime minister Gilani declared separately 
that Kayani had been responsible for postponing any military operation in 
North Waziristan.156 Hinting at a paradigmatic shift , columnist Muham-
mad Ali Ehsan pointed out that Musharraf and Kayani “believed in the 
‘sacred doctrine of strategic depth’ that possibly was the reason that tied 
their hands behind their backs as the army continued fi ghting a ‘stalemated 
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war’ that was being characterised more by ‘fi refi ghting acts’ than any mili-
tary actions of substance. General Raheel Sharif, from the outset, vouched 
to respond to every terrorist act with a military action.”157

Th e North Waziristan operation that started offi  cially on June 15, 2014, 
was given the name of Zarb- e- Azb (the name of the sword that Prophet Mo-
hammad used in the battles of Badr and Uhud). It was massive, primarily 
because of the huge number of internally displaced persons that it gener-
ated. By the fi rst week of July, 800,000 people had left  their homes and 
migrated to Khyber Pakhtunkhwa,158 and two weeks later, the one million 
mark was crossed.159 Given these humanitarian collateral casualties, it was 
even more important for the army to mobilize society behind the operation. 
It was legitimized by the Sunni Ulema Board, which declared that it was a 
jihad.160 Th e army claimed that it had “the support of the entire nation.”161 
By early September, the army announced that 910 terrorists had been killed 
(whereas eighty- two soldiers had died), that dozens of hideouts and twenty- 
seven explosives and arms- making factories had been destroyed, and that 
the towns of Miramshah, Mirali, Dattakhel, Boya, and Dogan had returned 
to the control of the state.162 And by mid- November, the army claimed that 
“1,198 terrorists have been killed, 356 injured, 227 have been arrested” 
(whereas forty- two offi  cers and security forces had been killed and 155 in-
jured). Th e army also claimed that “11 private jails, 191 secret tunnels, 39 IED 
factories, 4,991 various types of ready- made IEDs, 132 ton explosive mate-
rial, 2,470 sub machine Guns, 293 machine Guns, 111 heavy machine Guns 
have also been recovered during the operation.”163 Se nior journalist Zahid 
Hussain, who went to Miramshah and Mirali in November 2014, underlined 
the magnitude of the North Waziristan operation, which, according to him, 
was “unique in many ways,” among other things because “Th e role of intelli-
gence has contributed hugely to the targeting precision of militant sanctuar-
ies.”164 Th e army also claimed that the Haqqani Network had not been 
spared,165 something Washington was bound to appreciate.166

Indeed, Lieutenant General Joseph Anderson, an American se nior com-
mander of the NATO forces based in Af ghan i stan, declared in mid- 
November 2014 to the Washington Post that the North Waziristan operation 
had “disrupted” the Haqqanis’ “eff orts  here and has caused them to be less 
eff ective in terms of their ability to pull off  an attack  here in Kabul.”167

A few days later, Raheel Sharif spent one full week on an offi  cial visit in 
Washington— four years aft er the last, tumultuous visit of Kayani. He got a 
warm reception from civilian leaders (including Secretary of State John 
Kerry, National Security Adviser Susan Rice, Deputy Secretary of Defense 
Bob Work, and U.S. Special Representative for Pakistan and Af ghan i stan 
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Dan Feldman) as well as military leaders, including Chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff  General Martin Dempsey and the Central Command chief 
General Austin, who “praised the Pakistan army for its commitment, pro-
fessionalism and achievement in the fi ght against terror as well as ongoing 
Zarb- i- Azb operation.”168 During his visit, General Sharif was conferred 
the U.S. Legion of Merit “in recognition of his brave leadership and eff orts 
to ensure peace in the region.”169

Th e United States appreciated not only Raheel Sharif ’s North Waziristan 
operation but also his attitude vis- à- vis Af ghan i stan. While Islamabad was 
relieved, in November 2014, by the American decision not to withdraw fully 
from Af ghan i stan and to continue to fi ght the Taliban in 2015 in the frame-
work of the agreement signed by the new Afghan president, Ashraf Ghani, 
Washington was also happy to observe some rapprochement between Kabul 
and Islamabad in the post- Karzai era. Now Raheel Sharif played a part in 
this rapprochement. On November 7, he went to Kabul to meet President 
Ghani and “off ered the ‘full range’ of training courses and facilities in Paki-
stan’s training institutions to Afghan security forces.”170 Although Pakistan 
had made the same off er before, this time Kabul did not turn it down. Seven 
days later, President Ghani’s trip to Pakistan (the third country he visited 
aft er China and Saudi Arabia)— which began with a fi rst round of discus-
sions at Rawalpindi general headquarters, where he met Raheel Sharif 
again— was interpreted in Washington as a reconfi rmation of the new trend, 
in a context where better relations between Kabul and Islamabad  were per-
ceived in the United States as key to the regional stability. On November 21, 
2014, Obama made a phone call to Nawaz Sharif, not only to inform him of 
his forthcoming visit to India, but also to mention the Afghano- Pakistani re-
lations. He said that he “appreciated eff orts in this regard and called it piv-
otal for the peace and stability in the region.”171 He also expressed his will to 
take the  U.S.– Pakistan relations “one step beyond” current levels. Th ree 
days later, an American airstrike in eastern Af ghan i stan targeted Fazlullah, 
the TTP chief, whose elimination was a Pakistani priority.172

Th e military cooperation intensifi ed. While the United States withdrew 
most of its troops by the end of 2014— leaving only 10,000 soldiers behind—
it handed over 14 combat aircraft s, 59 military trainer jets, and 374 armoured 
personnel carriers to Pakistan. In April 2015, the State Department also ap-
proved a $952 million deal regarding fi ft een Viper attack he li cop ters and one 
thousand Hellfi re II missiles.173

By the middle of 2015, however, the normalization of the U.S.– Pakistan 
reached a plateau. While Commander Resolute Support Mission and U.S. 
Forces in Af ghan i stan general John Campbell congratulated the eff orts of 
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Pakistan to bring around the table, in Murree (Punjab), representatives of 
the Afghan Taliban and the Kabul government in July, soon aft er, Ashraf 
Gani protested that Islamabad (and Rawalpindi!) was supporting Taliban 
groups which  were attacking Af ghan i stan across the Durand Line. More 
important, in August, the announcement that Mollah Omar had died more 
than two years before in a Karachi hospital reactivated the suspicion of dou-
ble game that the bin Laden raid had exacerbated in 2011. Th e Obama ad-
ministration hinted that it may not certify the eff ectiveness of Pakistan 
counterterrorism operation to Congress to enable passage of Co ali tion Sup-
port Fund. Washington could aff ord this kind of mea sure more easily aft er 
the withdrawal of most of the American troops from Af ghan i stan, which 
made Pakistan less useful to the United States: the American troops  were 
small enough for being supplied via other routes or even by air.

CONCLUSION

Historically, U.S.– Pakistan relations have largely followed a clientelistic pat-
tern. Th e American patron needed a regional broker to contain commu-
nism, to play the middleman vis- à- vis China, and to off er support in the 
post-9/11 “global war on terror.” Th e client needed arms and money to resist 
India, the neighbor that continues to overdetermine its foreign policy, and 
to satisfy its military— a state within the state craving for a comfortable 
life and sophisticated weaponry. Th is relationship was not based on any other 
ideological, societal, or economic affi  nity, thereby contributing to make it 
somewhat shallow and unstable. So long as both countries had a common 
enemy— the USSR—or tried to have common friends— China— and did not 
look at India in too dissimilar ways, their relationship was supported by 
at least some common ground. But these common denominators have 
vanished one aft er another. First, the fact that India has become closer to 
the United States has indisposed the client. Second, China, Pakistan’s 
“all- weather friend,” has been perceived as a threat to an increasing num-
ber of Americans. Th ird, aft er the trauma of 9/11, the image of Pakistan 
has been badly aff ected not only by a rising, pop u lar Islamophobia but by 
the close relations that some Pakistani elements have cultivated with mil-
itant Islamists.

In this context, the Obama administration and (even more clearly) con-
gressmen including Senator John Kerry have tried to shift  the emphasis 
from a security- centered approach to a more civil society– oriented one. But 
this attempt has been handicapped by the limited power of Pakistan’s civilian 
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rulers and the contradictions of its own agenda: long- term objectives in 
terms of development have been undermined by short- term security- 
centered goals, which has led the Obama administration— possibly under 
some pressure from the Pentagon—to recognize the Pakistani military as 
its main interlocutors. Once again, the military- based clientelistic pattern 
has prevailed, the Pakistani army being the United States’ true partner, just 
as it was before.

But while this pattern had worked fi ne in the 1980s against the Soviets 
when the United States and the Pakistani army had a common enemy, 
things  were clearly diff erent twenty years later— partly because of the anti- 
Soviet jihad. Th e Pakistani army had developed strong relations with 
militant groups—or had acknowledged (resigned itself to?) their entrench-
ment in the country’s social fabric. As a result, Pakistan under Musharraf 
and during the Kayani era was not a reliable ally of the United States in its 
fi ght against Islamists. Th ings have changed again, it seems, with the ap-
pointment of a new COAS, Raheel Sharif, who appears to be more prepared 
to fi ght militants, as evident from the North Waziristan campaign he initi-
ated in 2014. As a result, U.S.– Pakistan relations seem to be somewhat back 
on track according to their traditional pattern: “For Washington, it remains 
an issue- specifi c and transactional relationship. Th ey give us errands and 
we get paid.”174

But would a paradigmatic shift  through which the Pakistani establish-
ment would consider Islamists as its main enemies mean a return to the old 
pattern? Four caveats may aff ect such a movement toward the business- as- 
usual model. First, the North Waziristan operation may not be such a turn-
ing point because the Pakistani army may continue to protect some of its 
old Islamic partners. According to Ken Dilanian, “Several U.S. offi  cials said 
in interviews that the double game continues, because key Haqqani leaders 
 were warned in advance about the off ensive and decamped to Pakistani cit-
ies.”175 Th e relation between the Pakistani security establishment and the 
LeT seems even more resilient. In December 2014, the or ga ni za tion, for the 
fi rst time since the 1980s, held its annual ijtema (congregation) in Punjab. 
Hafi z Saeed addressed a crowd of 400,000 people.176

Second, the U.S.– Pakistan relationship will not be fully back on track if 
the former does not respect the sovereignty of the latter more explicitly. 
In the past, when the United States and Pakistan worked in tandem, the 
former let the latter operate rather freely on its territory—as evident from 
the way Zia could do almost anything he wanted with the American money 
that was meant to be channeled toward the Afghan mujahideen. Today, 
drone strikes remain a bone of contention—in spite of their decreasing 
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number— and may remain so if the Pakistani army is not handed over their 
responsibility (their termination does not seem a realistic perspective).

Th ird, the new U.S.– India relations have deeply aff ected the U.S.– Pakistan 
relations over time. George W. Bush had balanced the American– Indian 
rapprochement by making important concessions. Obama has not made a 
similar eff ort in this direction, as if Pakistan was, at best, a tactical partner, 
whereas India was a strategic partner. Th is is evident from the visits he made 
to India in 2010 and 2014— whereas he never went to Pakistan. Since Paki-
stan’s foreign policy remains overdetermined by its fear of India, this is a 
major factor of estrangement between Islamabad and Washington.

Fourth, mutual distrust has reached unpre ce dented levels. According to 
the July 2014 Pew survey, 14 percent of Pakistanis gave a favorable assess-
ment of the United States (50 percent less than in 2006),177 while 18 percent 
of Americans viewed Pakistan positively.178 While Pakistan has made no 
eff ort to reach out to Americans, the United States has tried but failed to 
relate to the Pakistani society the way the KLB was intended to do. In fact, 
this is a reconfi rmation of the KLB’s failure that few fi gures suffi  ce to dem-
onstrate. While the plan was entering its fi nal year, the Pakistani govern-
ment claimed that it had received only $3.8 billion, including $252 million 
for energy sector programs, $185 million for economic growth and agricul-
ture, $323 million for education, and $272 million for the health care sector. 
A large fraction of the money, $1.157 billion, was spent on emergency and fl ood 
relief.179 While American humanitarian aid has been appreciated (as evident 
from the popularity of the American rescue operations aft er the 2005 earth-
quake in Kashmir), its impact was probably less than a more sustained eff ort 
of development. Commenting on the KLB two months before the end of this 
program, U.S. Special Representative for Af ghan i stan and Pakistan Daniel 
Feldman declared that out of $7.5 billion, $5 billion had been disbursed 
but that this plan would be neither extended nor renewed. Instead, he sug-
gested that trade should take over from aid, which meant a review of tariff s 
protecting the American market (in the sector of textiles in particular)— 
something many members of Congress may not be prepared to support.

For the four reasons mentioned above, U.S.– Pakistan relations may not 
return to their highest level any time soon, but even at their peak they  were 
rather shallow and interest based. Hence the diplomatic ups and downs un-
der Ayub Khan and Zia. Th e patron may resign itself to get less from its 
client— and may therefore give him less in exchange. But their relation will 
probably survive. Even if the North Waziristan operation is not initiating a 
paradigm shift , the United States may continue to engage Pakistan because 
of its role regarding the dissemination of Islamism and nuclear prolifera-
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tion. Th e United States will probably try to maintain some presence on 
Pakistani territory for intelligence gathering by creating dependence 
(through fi nancial aid or arms sales). Intelligence was already considered a 
key element by the Bush administration, which had initiated the “global war 
against terror” and started to rely on drones: “Th e drones  were basically fl y-
ing high resolution video cameras armed with missiles. Th e only meaning-
ful way to point drones toward a target was to have spies on the ground 
telling the CIA where to look, hunt and kill. Without spies, the video feed 
from the Predator might as well be a blank tele vi sion screen. . . .  Th ey  were 
the key, in some respects, to protecting the country.”180 Th e key role of spies 
partly explains the tension that resulted from the Raymond Davis aff air. 
At that time, “temporary American ‘diplomats’ got only a one- month visa, 
and then they had to leave the country. Th at crippled a plan to essentially 
fl ood Pakistan with more CIA operatives.”181

But fi ghting Islamism is not the only reason why the United States needs 
spies in Pakistan. Nuclear proliferation is another one, the nuclear issue seen 
in a larger perspective being an existential issue. As the New York Times puts 
it: “walking away [from Pakistan] could make the nuclear- armed govern-
ment even more unstable— a chilling prospect.”182 In 2011, Obama told 
his staff  that the possibility that Pakistan should “ ‘disintegrate’ and set 
off  a scramble for its weapons . . .  was his biggest single national security 
concern.”183

Probably since 2010— aft er the Times Square episode if not before— 
Obama has ceased to think about U.S.– Pakistan relations as anything but 
a security- related aff air. According to Sanger, his policy— that is known as 
“mitigation”— “has three goals. Th e fi rst is helping Pakistan keep its arsenal 
safe— while improving the American ability to fi nd and immobilize the 
weapons if that eff ort fails. Th e second is to keep the Pakistani civilian gov-
ernment from being toppled, by the army or extremists, through various 
forms of assistance. And the third is to keep up the pressure on insurgents 
and Al Qaeda operatives, mostly with drone strikes. But ‘mitigation’ is all 
about self- defense. Th ere is not much in it for the Pakistanis. And it is easy 
to forget that for all its double- dealing with the Taliban and other insurgent 
groups, Pakistan has been a major loser in the region’s wars.”184

Indeed, such an approach may not be compatible with the pursuit of a 
clientelistic relation. Still, the withdrawal of the remaining American troops 
from Af ghan i stan by 2015–2016 might not bring Washington and Islamabad 
back to the positions they had fi nally carved out in the 1990s. Unlike in the 
1990s, the temptation to show indiff erence (or even conduct a policy of sanc-
tions) will probably be offset by the fear of seeing Islamism gaining 
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momentum in the AfPak region and of Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal— the 
fastest growing in the world185— falling into Islamist hands.186

Conversely, there is no doubt today that Pakistan is seeking to shed its 
“client” status with respect to the United States, ultimately to become a 
pivotal state. Th is notion was developed in the 1990s by analysts seeking to 
defi ne the criteria for a second circle of U.S. partners outside of NATO.187 
At the time, the authors included both Pakistan and India in their list of 
nine states they considered could relay American infl uence, as if Washington 
could rely on both these countries at once. Th is is not the only contradiction 
that can be detected in their use of the concept. Th e most signifi cant lies 
elsewhere, in their underestimation of these countries’ ability to “pivot,” that 
is, to hedge their bets by replacing one partner with another depending on 
the circumstances, or even to exercise their nuisance capacity.

Th e fact that Pakistan aspires to become a pivotal state is evident from 
the recommendations passed by Parliament on April 12, 2012, attesting to this, 
as they indicate Pakistan’s intention to strengthen relations with the Eu ro-
pean Union, Rus sia, the Muslim world, the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations, and especially China to escape the United States. Although Beijing 
is certainly an all- weather friend of Pakistan, it is not clear today that it is 
prepared to support its protégé (at least fi nancially) as much as the United 
States does today. In 2008, when Islamabad went bankrupt, the Chinese 
refused to bail it out. Th ings may change since Pakistan is an important 
country for President’s Xi Jinping’s “one route, one belt” project. Beijing has 
announced $46 billion of investment in Pakistan in this framework.
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Pakistan’s foreign policy from the onset was formulated along the lines 
of its (in)security concerns, and relations with China are framed 
 under the same rubric. Th ese two states share a unique relationship 

that has remained consistent over the years, despite variations across time 
and issues. In Pakistan, the perception of China is of an unfaltering “all- 
weather friend” and a reliable ally, regardless of regional and global circum-
stances. Similarly, for China, Pakistan is a “permanent friend.”1 Many schol-
ars2 have argued that Pakistan– China relations are inspired by their mutual 
rivalry with India, and more recently the argument has revolved around 
containing India. Th is chapter attempts to expand on the existing literature 
by arguing that Pakistan, since the very beginning, has looked to a stronger 
partner for protection. In the pro cess, it has oscillated between the United 
States and China. Th us, two questions come to the fore in regards to this re-
lationship: First, keeping Pakistan’s security concerns in mind, why did 
Pakistan alternate between the two great powers, and for what kind of gain? 
Second, is the Pakistan– China relationship a pragmatic expression of con-
taining India to foster China’s regional supremacy?

In international politics, states with signifi cant external threats either 
balance against the threatening power to deter it from attacking or band-
wagon by aligning with the threatening state, in order to appease it.3 Th is 
chapter seeks to address the above questions by situating Pakistan’s align-
ment behavior in this literature. When reviewing Pakistan and China re-
lations, we would be remiss to overlook the India nexus in this alliance. 
India plays an important role in the strategic defense aspect of this 
relationship.

CHAPTER 9

PAKISTAN– CHINA SYMBIOTIC RELATIONS

Farah Jan and Serge Granger
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JOINING HANDS AGAINST INDIA

From a historical standpoint, China’s partnership with Pakistan emerged at 
a time when it was looking for support on the global stage; this partnership 
intensifi ed in the 1960s during the Sino- Indian War and since then has con-
tinued to thrive even aft er the Sino- Indian rapprochement.4 Th e vitality and 
durability of this relationship is what perplexes scholars and prompts us to 
explore the depth of this partnership. As noted by John Garver, “China’s 
partnership with other countries, both large (USSR and US) and small (Al-
bania, Vietnam, Algeria, and North Korea) have waxed and then waned, but 
with Pakistan it is indeed a remarkably durable relationship.”5 Similarly, for 
Pakistan, friendship with China is considered one of the cornerstones of its 
foreign policy. Th e foundation of this alliance is further grounded in eco-
nomic, defense, geostrategic, and people- to- people relations between the 
two states. Th is bond is continuously cultivated by means of bilateral trade 
and cooperation; military- to- military exchanges and transfer of critical de-
fense technology; and support and development of conventional weapons 
and other major Chinese investments in Pakistan. Despite the absence of 
cultural similarities and common values, this alliance has remained strong, 
as noted by Andrew Small: “Sino- Pakistani ties have proved remarkably re-
silient. . . .  Across the last few de cades they have survived China’s transition 
from Maoism to market economy, the rise of Islamic militancy in the region, 
and the shift ing cross currents of the two sides’ relationship with India and 
the United States.” 6

It is important to highlight that it was India and not Pakistan that ini-
tially warmed up to China following the establishment of the communist 
regime in 1949. India, like Pakistan, had gained in de pen dence in 1947 and 
was emerging on the global stage. Th e newly established states  were forag-
ing for international support, whether that included economic, military, or 
diplomatic blessings. Th e contrast between the two states was that Pakistan 
was quick at latching on to the West, and India adopted a policy of non-
alignment. It is at this point in history that we start seeing Pakistan looking 
for a strong partner to ease its security concerns. It was under these condi-
tions that Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru visited China. He was 
mindful of China’s rise: as he cautioned, “A new China is rising, rooted in 
her culture, but shedding the lethargy and weakness of ages, strong and 
united.”7 Nehru’s prophecy encompassed a sense of warning, which was 
later affi  rmed by the assertions of India’s China expert K. M. Panikkar. Pan-
ikkar was perturbed by the new developments in China, and he noted an 
apparent arrogance and ruthlessness in the new masters of China.8 Hence, 
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in his opinion, it was important for India to extend cordial relations toward 
China. India, aware of its rivalry on its western border with Pakistan, as-
pired for friendly ties with a powerful neighbor on its northern periphery 
and thus hoped for an India– China axis in South Asia to pacify its own 
insecurities.

To appease China, the Indian delegate to the United Nations in Septem-
ber 1950 advocated admitting communist China’s repre sen ta tion to the 
United Nations.9 Th is mea sure had a twofold strategy: fi rst, it aimed to 
strengthen India’s ties with China, and second, it hoped that this maneuver 
would gain Chinese support in regard to Kashmir. During this period, 
India backed China’s position on Taiwan, but China maintained an equivo-
cal position on Kashmir.10 Th e Kashmir confl ict raised four concerns for 
Beijing. First, the confl ict destabilized the border and could spark unrest in 
Xinjiang. Second, an Indian victory in Kashmir enhanced Indian power, 
which had interests in Tibet, confi rmed by Nehru’s intention to provide asy-
lum to the Dalai Lama. Th ird, Indian pretentions on Kashmir included 
Aksai- Chin, a region considered essential for the Chinese who began con-
structing the Xinjiang– Tibet border road. Finally, an Indian victory would 
sever a Chinese– Pakistani land border, instrumental in putting military 
pressure on India.

THE PAKISTAN– CHINA– U.S. TRIANGLE— AND THE INDIA NEXUS

To explicate the variations in Pakistan– U.S. and Pakistan– China relations, 
Pakistan’s foreign policy could be viewed in two phases: from in de pen dence 
until 1971 and a post-1971 era. Pakistan’s alignment pattern from the very 
beginning has been to align with a stronger partner— alternating between 
the United States and China. Aft er the postwar years, at the time of Paki-
stan’s birth, the United States emerged as the sole superpower— albeit for a 
short while. Pakistan’s foreign policy orientation at that time was toward 
En gland. As pointed out by a retired Pakistani ambassador, “En gland’s ori-
entation at that point was towards the U.S. Hence, the existing Pakistan 
army establishment at that point was British trained, and they  were simply 
toeing the line.”11 One of the reasons for this pro- British attitude was the 
background of the policymakers. Th e po liti cal elites of the time  were not 
only British educated but also served in the British government.12 Th e British 
infl uence along with the security search pushed Pakistan to align itself with 
the West, particularly with the United States, which emerged as an indomi-
table power aft er World War II.
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Ties with China  were established in January 1950, when Pakistan became 
the third noncommunist state to recognize the People’s Republic of China. 
Diplomatic links followed a year later, and one can argue that the fi rst ten 
years of this relationship  were insignifi cant in comparison to the later years. 
Pakistan in the 1950s had ascribed to the Western logic of “godless commu-
nists” and considered communism the “biggest potential danger to democ-
racy in the region.”13 China’s response was subdued, hopeful that Pakistan 
would follow principles of peaceful coexistence.14 Premier Chou-En Lai put 
these principles forward, in 1955, at the Bandung Summit. It should be 
remembered that when the Five Principles of China’s regional policy  were 
institutionalized, the United States at that point was engaged in its contain-
ment policy. For China, this was a pragmatic approach to give its neighbors 
the impression that its policy was based on principles, whereas others  were 
driven by self- interest.15 China’s Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence 
(Panchsheel) are mutual respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity; 
mutual nonaggression; mutual noninterference in internal and external 
aff airs; equality and mutual benefi t; and peaceful coexistence.

It is important to take into account the Cold War dynamic that domi-
nated the world stage at that time. Th e U.S. anticommunist co ali tion in Asia 
and the Middle East was at full throttle. It was in the 1950s that Pakistan 
was espoused by the United States as its ally in this mission. For Pakistan, 
this was an opportunity it could not turn down, considering future military 
gains and benefi ts. Accordingly, these aspirations  were fulfi lled when Paki-
stan requested assistance and President Eisenhower in 1954 extended the 
much needed aid.16 Th ereaft er, Pakistan and the United States signed mul-
tiple bilateral defense agreements, and Pakistan joined the Southeast Asia 
Treaty Or ga ni za tion and the Central Treaty Or ga ni za tion. India viewed 
Pakistan’s alignment with the West and its military fortifi cation as a threat. 
China had a similar perspective on Pakistan’s association with the West: 
Pakistan’s military agreements  were considered to be a threat to China, 
India, and the region. For Beijing, responding to the 1959 Pakistan– U.S. 
bilateral defense agreement, this was Washington’s iniquitous design of 
encroachment on the region. Despite bilateral agreements, China had a 
sense of assurance in regards to Pakistan and did not fear aggression from 
Pakistan; instead, it was apprehensive of U.S. motives.17 Furthermore, China 
was mindful of Pakistan’s insecurity vis- à- vis India and considered Paki-
stan’s alignment with the United States a mea sure to ease its anxieties in 
regards to its military weakness in contrast with India.

Th e United States in the early days of the Cold War had a po liti cal stake in 
the stability of both India and Pakistan, because it did not want either of 
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these countries to come under communist infl uence. Th e United States feared 
worldwide repercussions and even alluded to it in the National Security 
Council Report in 1959: “Seriously increased po liti cal instability in either or 
both of these large nations could signifi cantly increase Communist infl uence 
in the area, or alternatively, might lead to hostilities in South Asia. Either 
turn of events could engage great power interests to the point of threatening 
world peace.”18 Th e shift  in Pakistan– U.S. relations came in 1959 when Sena-
tor John F. Kennedy advocated support toward India’s development in order 
to balance power relations in South Asia against China. India’s neutral stance 
was defended with parallels drawn with nineteenth- century America during 
its formative days.19 Th is attitude was disconcerting for Pakistan and created 
a breach of trust with the United States. From this point onward, decision 
makers in Pakistan changed directions from the West to the East— from the 
United States and its Western allies, to China, a trustworthy guarantor.

As the de cade came to an end, India– China relations deteriorated 
and  Pakistan systematically warmed up to China. Since the early 1960s, 
Pakistan– China ties have remained strong and cordial, irrespective of re-
gional and international circumstances. Th e isolation of China in the 1950s 
and 1960s nurtured a foreign policy aimed at securing allies, which would 
outnumber those who recognized Taiwan at the United Nations. With the 
movement of decolonization unrolling, ties with Pakistan became an exem-
plar of Chinese dialogue with new in de pen dent Muslim countries that had 
just obtained their in de pen dence and  were en route to self- government. 
China was in need of diplomatic recognition to enter the United Nations 
and would gather more support from newly in de pen dent countries. Af ghan-
i stan recognized China in 1955; Egypt, Syria, and North Yemen did so the 
following year. By the late 1950s, Iraq, Morocco, Algeria, Sudan, and Guinea 
had also normalized relations with Beijing. Somalia, Tunisia, and South 
Yemen followed in the 1960s, while Iran and Turkey joined in days before 
the entrance of the People’s Republic of China to the United Nations. China 
would fi nd in Pakistan a worthy partner in vindicating it to other Muslim 
countries that friendly relations  were possible with a communist, agnostic 
China, notwithstanding its rocky relationship with Indonesia, the most 
populous Muslim country in the world.

China’s border negotiation with Pakistan was on a relatively small bor-
derline of 310 miles, and Pakistan gained much from border negotiations. 
China recognized Pakistani control over parts of Kashmir, therefore thwart-
ing India’s claim on the land. Conversely, border disputes with India initi-
ated in 1958 contributed to the Sino- Indian War of 1962. China refused to 
accept the boundary line drawn by the British and argued that “no treaty 
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on the boundary has ever been concluded between the Chinese central 
government and the Indian government.”20 On October  20, 1962, China 
launched an off ensive strike, which took the Indian army by surprise. Prime 
Minister Nehru announced in a radio broadcast a series of defeats in the 
battle against China. Th is in the view of many scholars was a cruel awaken-
ing for the newly established state well cognizant of foreign domination. 
Aft er its fi rst defeat, India asked for military help from Britain, the United 
States, and the Soviet Union. Th e United States and Britain off ered and pro-
vided immediate assistance. By November 1962, Nehru publicly conceded, 
and a unilateral withdrawal was made on the condition that India would 
accept the neutralized zone delineated by China, and furthermore India was 
prohibited to reestablish any military posts in the Ladakh region. For 
Pakistan, this was a golden opportunity to condemn India, but at the same 
time it felt betrayed by the United States and its Western allies who pro-
vided immediate support to India. President Ayub Khan blamed the Indian 
government for being aggressive and not conciliatory in regards to its bor-
der dispute with China. From his perspective, the Indian ambition of be-
coming the great power in Asia forced the Chinese to humble them.21 It is 
this critical juncture of 1962 that is considered to have set the trajectory for 
Pakistan– China relations for years to come.

Since the in de pen dence of Pakistan and India, South Asian history has 
continuously been overshadowed by the Indo- Pakistan rivalry, hence aff ect-
ing regional and international policies and alliances. Whereas India fought 
a war with China over a border dispute, Pakistan decided to negotiate an 
agreement on the border between China’s Xinjiang Province and Pakistan’s 
Gilgit and Hunza areas.22 Many Western analysts argued that the Chinese 
 were generous in their border dispute with Pakistan, in order to “woo the 
Pakistanis from their Western commitments and above all to prove to 
the Indians how much they are missing by not coming to terms.”23 While 
Sino- Indian relations diverged, Sino- Pakistan relations  were transformed 
and turned into a special alliance.

Beyond the goodwill and collective interest of both China and Pakistan, 
the two states also inked substantive agreements starting from 1963 onward. 
Border issues  were settled, and Pakistan was the fi rst noncommunist state 
to sign a trade agreement with China. Th e landmark air agreement, in which 
landing permission for Pakistan International Airlines was granted with-
out conditions, was considered a major triumph for Pakistan.24 Th e air 
agreement further contributed to strained relations between the United 
States and Pakistan; it was a mea sure against the isolation of China that the 
United States tried to promote.
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During the Sino- Indian War of 1962, Pakistan– U.S. relations tailed off , 
aft er the United States expeditiously honored the Indian request for mili-
tary assistance.25 For Pakistan, this was a betrayal of its position as a 
Western- aligned state, whereas India had maintained a nonaligned status 
all through the Cold War. Relations with the United States  were further 
damaged during the Indo- Pakistan war of 1965, during which Washington 
halted all military aid to Islamabad and New Delhi. China during this time 
frame patiently watched this relationship wax and wane. Th e aphorism “my 
enemy’s enemy is my friend” applies fairly to this case.

It is important to highlight China’s stance in the two major events ensuing 
aft er the Sino- Indian War: the Indo- Pakistan War of 1965 and the disinte-
gration of East Pakistan in 1971. Both in 1965 and in 1971, China backed 
Pakistan’s position over India’s. In the 1965 war, China considered India to 
be the aggressor and held it solely responsible for the confl ict. Beijing de-
nounced and condemned the Indian attack as an “act of naked aggression.”26 
China played a major role in the cease- fi re dialogue between the two rivals 
and maintained a degree of military pressure on its borders of Sikkim, 
Bhutan, and the Northeast Frontier Agency for several months following 
the cease- fi re. Th is mea sure by the Chinese was seen by many as furnishing 
Pakistan with a strong negotiating position vis- à- vis India.27 Th e Chinese 
assistance during the Indo- Pakistan War symbolized a new beginning for 
this friendship, in which China further proved its dependability and con-
sistency. Th ese  were the attributes that the United States failed to demon-
strate, and thus it led to the divergence of paths of “the most allied allies.”

Th e 1971 civil war situated the Chinese in a twofold predicament in which 
they disagreed with General Yahya Khan’s brutal military actions in East 
Pakistan as well as with the East Pakistani rebel’s ties with India. China’s 
response to the 1971 disintegration of Pakistan was much weaker than its 
support in the earlier war with India. Publicly China concentrated on con-
demning India for “open interference in the internal matters of Pakistan.” 
In a statement issued in April 1971, the Chinese government assured its 
“support for Pakistan and its people in their just struggle to safeguard state 
sovereignty and national in de pen dence.”28 But privately, they  were very un-
comfortable with the situation in East Pakistan. As John Garver noted, the 
Chinese  were critical of the ruthless mea sures exercised to deal with the 
rebels of East Pakistan; on a public level, they did not endorse Pakistan’s 
actions but directed critical opprobrium toward India’s direct involvement 
and infi ltration in Pakistan’s Eastern Wing.29

China’s response in 1971, compared with 1965, diff ered in its degree but 
not in its position toward Pakistan. Th is still leaves open the question of 
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what led to the variation in the Chinese position. As Andrew Small noted, 
the 1971 episode made it clear that “China would not pull Pakistan out of 
the holes it insisted on digging for itself.”30 In addition, China at that point 
was worn out by its cultural revolution and was focused on its economic 
development along with a rapprochement with the United States. Although 
China did not militarily assist Pakistan, Beijing nevertheless provided 
diplomatic support at the UN Security Council by vetoing Bangladesh’s 
 application for UN membership until Pakistani prisoners of war had been 
returned and Indian troops had withdrawn.31

In response to Pakistan’s serious eff orts toward Sino- American détente 
and its role as an intermediary in the Sino- American dialogue that led 
to  President Nixon’s visit to China in 1972, China provided support to 
Pakistan during the post- Bangladesh crisis. Th e statement issued in the 
joint U.S.– China Communiqué of 1972 expressed “fi rm support for the gov-
ernment and people of Pakistan in their struggle to preserve their in de pen-
dence and sovereignty, and the people of Jammu and Kashmir in their 
struggle for the right of self determination.”32 Th is statement on the surface 
translates into Beijing’s continued support of Pakistan’s interests, but talk is 
cheap and actions are costly. China’s lackluster support for Pakistan during 
the 1971 crisis set the pre ce dent for future expectations that Beijing would 
not militarily intervene on behalf of Pakistan.

Pakistan’s reaction to China’s response was politely stated by Z. A. Bhutto 
during an interview: “We have not lost confi dence in China’s friendship, 
nor in China’s word.”33 Bhutto was aware of the long- term gain from the 
Pakistan– China relationship, in which China had shown interest in Paki-
stan’s security and respected Pakistan’s domestic po liti cal situation.34 China 
had become the most reliable suppliers of military equipment and also aided 
Pakistan’s defense industry. Even during the Bangladesh crisis, China pro-
vided Pakistan with large shipments of arms in East Pakistan, along with 
$100 million in assistance.35 Th e Rus sian invasion of Af ghan i stan would 
bring back American aid to Pakistan, but it would disappear once more 
aft er the Soviets had retreated and suspicion  rose about Pakistan’s nuclear 
plans involving China. During the Soviet invasion of Af ghan i stan, China 
and the United States cooperated in opposing the Soviets, but China’s sup-
port was based on two reasons: the Soviets  were looking for expansion in 
Beijing’s backyard, and Soviet troops  were seen primarily as a threat to Pa-
kistani security. At that point, the policies and stances of China and Pakistan 
 were coordinated to such an extent that General Zia declared on his visit to 
Beijing in 1980 that “Pakistan and China have a perfect understanding in 
all fi elds.”36



PAKISTAN– CHINA SYMBIOTIC RELATIONS | 287

By “all fi elds,” Zia alluded to the greatest possible military relationship: 
Pakistan and China’s nuclear agreement. China’s involvement in Pakistan’s 
nuclear program was crucial and “one of the most heavily guarded secrets.”37 
Yet it was not Zia but Z. A Bhutto who secured the remarkable nuclear deal 
with Mao in 1976, when China agreed to transfers 50 kilograms of uranium 
to Pakistan. As Bhutto in his fi nal days wrote, “My single most important 
achievement . . .  is the agreement . . .  concluded in July 1976, [which] will 
perhaps be my greatest achievement and contribution to the survival of our 
people and our nation.”38 Aft er India’s nuclear test in 1974, China began 
transferring technology and uranium to the Kahuta plant, preparing Paki-
stan’s nuclear capacity. Although information on Pakistan’s nuclear pro-
gram is highly confi dential and restricted, A. Q. Khan in a crestfallen state 
revealed that China had initially supplied highly enriched uranium along 
with a weapon design.39 It has even been claimed that China tested for Pa-
kistan its fi rst bomb in 1990 and that this was one of the reasons for Pakistan’s 
swift  response to the Indian nuclear test in 1998.40 Aft er the 1998 tests, 
Pakistan’s nuclear capacity became a fait accompli, which in turn secured 
Chinese interest in balancing India’s dominance of South Asia.

Pakistan plays a dual role for China: it contributes in keeping India en-
gaged on its western border and provides access to the Arabian Sea via the 
Gawader port along with future pipelines, rail, and road networks. Th is in 
turn furthers China’s transition to being a global power. For India, a Sino- 
Pakistan military alliance represents a belligerent potential; as noted by 
K. Alan Kronstadt, Chinese support for Pakistan is considered part of Bei-
jing’s policy of “encirclement of India.” In the words of former Pakistani am-
bassador to the United States Hussain Haqqani, “For China, Pakistan is a 
low- cost secondary deterrent to India, and for Pakistan, China is a high 
value guarantor of security against India.” 41 Indeed, China has demon-
strated itself to be a consistent and reliable “guarantor” for Pakistan. Since 
the 1960s, Beijing has unceasingly strengthened Pakistan’s military capabili-
ties, unlike the arbitrary U.S. military aid. Th e military dimension of this 
relation was added aft er the 1965 Indo- Pakistan War, when China supplied 
much needed bombers and tanks to Pakistan, including MiG-15s, IL-28 
bombers, and T-59 medium- range tanks.42

China and Pakistan have a long history of military ties; more recently, 
this includes joint- venture projects that have produced the K-8 trainer, FC-1/
JF-17 combat aircraft s,43 and Al- Khalid tanks. From 2005 to 2009, China 
was the largest arms supplier to Pakistan, accounting for 37 percent of Paki-
stan’s imports, whereas the United States accounted for 35 percent.44 China 
continues to provide Pakistan with advanced air defense equipment as well 
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as fi ghter jets, regardless of Indian protests that the Chinese mea sures aff ect 
the strategic defense balance. It is relevant to mention India’s emerging po-
liti cal, economic, and military strength in the region, and the question that 
concerns us is, Could strong Indian opposition to Chinese policies vis- à- vis 
Pakistan prevent China’s historic role as Pakistan’s “unfaltering ally”? Th e 
answer depends on how Pakistan handles the challenge of Islamist proxies. 
Nevertheless, for the time being, Beijing seems to be publicly standing by 
Islamabad. Th is was evident in May 2011, when during an offi  cial state visit 
to Beijing, the Pakistani prime minister was promised an urgent batch of 
fi ft y advanced multirole JF-17 Th under jets by China, despite strong Indian 
protests.45 Th e relevance of this mea sure is crucial due to the fact that it came 
at a time when the Pakistan military establishment’s credibility was at its 
lowest point aft er the bin Laden discovery by the United States. Chinese 
encouragement in the form of military provision to Pakistan speaks for 
Beijing’s unrelenting support for its strategic partner and neighbor.

Historically, the Sino- Pakistan military collaboration was to strengthen 
Pakistan against India, but aft er the 1990s and particularly aft er the U.S. 
sanctions on Pakistan, China became the leading arms supplier, and the 
balance of interest tilted more in Pakistan’s favor. Since 2004, the two coun-
tries have conducted four joint military exercises called YOUYI, meaning 
friendship.46 In the YOUYI exercises, special forces along with se nior mili-
tary leadership from both sides have participated. Similarly, the U.S.– India 
joint military exercises commenced in 2004  were known as YUDH 
 ABHYAS, which translates into “training for war.” Th e November 2011 U.S. 
Department of Defense Report to Congress on U.S.– India Security Coopera-
tion47 emphasized that the defense trade relationship would enable transfer 
of advance technologies to India. Pakistan’s insecurities are rooted in the 
arms race with India. As pointed out by international relations scholars, 
state policies that are intended to increase one state’s security inadvertently 
decrease the security of other states.48 Th us, the prospect of India gaining a 
military edge with U.S. support automatically decreases Pakistan’s security 
(heightening existing insecurities) and further deepens the breach of trust 
between Pakistan and the United States.

PAKISTAN AS A PIVOTAL STATE

Pakistan is a pivotal state for both the United States and China, on the 
grounds of its capacity to aff ect regional and systemic stability. Robert 
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Chase, who coined the term “pivotal states,” would identify a pivot on the 
grounds of its large population and important geographic location. Hence, 
a collapse of such a state would “spell transboundary mayhem: migration, 
communal violence, pollution, disease and so on.”49 Linking it back to the 
traditional security concerns, one would argue that Pakistan’s security is not 
just a matter of Pakistani concern but also the concern of the major power 
players of the region, and China appears to be aware of this aspect. Th e sta-
bility of Pakistan is more important to China than it would be for the United 
States. For example, Chinese security interests in Xinjiang can be directly 
threatened from South Asia. A stable Pakistan diminishes the possibility of 
a threat from the subcontinent. Similarly, the United States is not ignorant 
of Pakistan’s importance and that the stability of Pakistan and the region is 
intertwined with its security interests.

Th e historical narrative of Pakistan– China and Pakistan– U.S. relations 
shows a pattern in which relations are formed in pursuit of (greater) secu-
rity. At each critical juncture, Pakistan has oscillated between the United 
States and China for defensive security capabilities as well as armed off en-
sive capacity.50 Th e events following September 11, 2001, changed the re-
gional dynamics, and once again Pakistan was at the focal point for the 
United States. For China, this carefully devised Pakistan– U.S. nuptial pre-
sented an opportunity to further strengthen Pakistan’s economic and mili-
tary position (at the expense of the United States) vis- à- vis India. Th e follow-
ing section will explore the Pakistani public perception of China, the 
United States, and India.

PUBLIC PERCEPTION AND SECURITY CONCERNS

Th e importance of public perception cannot be ignored when it comes to 
foreign policy matters. Historically, Pakistan’s importance for the United 
States has been structured on a need- based arrangement, and that pattern 
led to deep distrust within the Pakistani public perception of the United 
States. China, conversely, has fared considerably well. In Pakistan, Beijing 
has cultivated an image of a time- tested all- weather friend, despite the lack 
of cultural affi  nities and common values, whereas Washington’s perception 
is of a hegemonic partner, as refl ected in the public opinion survey con-
ducted by Pew Research Center (table 9.1). Th e U.S. image is undeviating 
in its negative perception from 2001 to 2013. An overwhelming 70 percent 
of Pakistanis perceive the United States as an “enemy,” whereas, a large 
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majority (87 percent in 2012) of Pakistanis consider China as a partner and 
friend.51 As illustrated in table 9.1, U.S. favorability numbers are even lower 
than those of India.

Given the widespread skepticism and public discontent, the aforemen-
tioned numbers are not surprising but a mere refl ection of the overall mood 
in Pakistan with regards to the United States. Th e more surprising statistics 
are the U.S. grant fi gures in comparison to those of China. For fi scal years 
2004–2009, the average annual grant assistance to Pakistan by China was 
$9 million in comparison to $268 million by the United States (table 9.2).52 
Regardless of the exponential diff erence in assistance, China still enjoys a 
more advantageous position in Pakistan. Since 2004, public opinion of 
the United States has been signifi cantly aff ected by its drone strikes in the 
Federally Administered Tribal Areas. China, in contrast, is perceived as a 
noninterfering and nonthreatening neighbor. Pakistan’s overemphasized 
focus on China’s mutual respect and noninterference policy (a component 
of Panchsheel) has also played an important role in the high favorability 
fi gures. Comments made in a speech by former prime minister Yusuf 
Raza Gilani stand as a good example: “One thing that is certain is that . . .  
Pakistan and China focus on and protect each other’s core interests. Paki-
stan always respects the sovereignty and core interest of China, and China 
does the same.”53

Recent years have seen a further decline in the U.S. perception, particu-
larly aft er the incremental increase of drone strikes in 2008; the May 2, 2011, 
raid to kill bin Laden; and the Salala incident of November 2011. Furthermore, 
the U.S. war against Al Qaeda and its affi  liates in Af ghan i stan is adjudged 
by the Pakistani public as a societal security54 concern that could be trans-
lated into a crusade against Islam and the Muslim world. However surpris-

TABLE 9.1 FAVORABILITY PERCEPTION FIGURES IN PERCENTAGE (2000–2013)

COUNTRY 2000 2002
2003–
2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

United 
States

23 10 13 23 27 15 19 16 17 12 12 11

China N/A N/A N/A 79 69 79 76 84 84 82 87 81

India N/A 6 10 20 33 30 27 25 20 14 22 13

SOURCE: DATA PROVIDED FROM PEW RESEARCH, GLOBAL ATTITUDES PROJECT, U.S. IMAGE IN PAKISTAN 

FALLS NO FURTHER FOLLOWING BIN LADEN KILLING, JUNE 21, 2011, HTTP:// WWW . PEWGLOBAL . ORG / FILES 

/ 2011 / 06 / PEW - GLOBAL - ATTITUDES - PAKISTAN - REPORT - FINAL - JUNE - 21 - 2011 . PDF. 
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ingly, China is not viewed as a threat to Islam or the Muslim world, despite 
its iron fi st policies in the Muslim- majority province of Xinjiang. China’s 
use of force within its territory is perceived as legitimate and permissible.

FOR CHINA, A CONTEST FOR SUPREMACY?

Th e Sino- Indian rivalry that was initiated in 1958–1959 is at present not more 
than a border dispute.55 However, China is a rising global power, which 
brings us to our second question: Is the alliance with Pakistan a result of 
Beijing’s pragmatic expression of containing India to foster regional su-
premacy? Th e dominant actors in this puzzle are Pakistan, China, the 
United States, and India, and one can argue that in the twenty- fi rst century, 
South Asia not only is the epicenter of the traditional Indo- Pakistan rivalry 
but also is crucial for U.S.– China relations. China’s perception of its secu-
rity is an important factor to be considered. Th e notion of security in this 
context is twofold; the traditional military– political understanding of secu-
rity; and economic security, which Barry Buzan refers to as concerns in re-
gard to access to the resources that are necessary to sustain state power.56 
Hence for China, Pakistan delivers on two fronts, as a counterweight against 
India and as a gateway for infl uencing and reaching out to other Islamic 
countries— the Middle East in par tic u lar as a major resource area. Despite 
its communist past and a glorious secular history along with a religious 

TABLE 9.2 INTERNATIONAL AID TO PAKISTAN (2001—2010)

DONORS
COMMITTED
($ MILLIONS)

DISBURSED
($ MILLIONS)

United States 4,238 3,283

Japan 1,711 982

China 3,290 857

United Kingdom 1,676 1,177

Germany 748 721

United Arab Emirates 454 103

Saudi Arabia 824 319

SOURCE: CENTER FOR GLOBAL DEVELOPMENT, “AID TO PAKISTAN BY THE NUMBERS,” 

HTTP:// WWW . CGDEV . ORG / PAGE / AID - PAKISTAN - NUMBERS. GRANT DATA PROVIDED BY CENTER 

FOR GLOBAL DEVELOPMENT, WWW . CGDEV . ORG.
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policy aimed at curving clergy power, China has maintained its alliance 
with Pakistan.

China’s primary security objective with Pakistan remains the contain-
ment of India, and more recently the aim has also been to prevent sanctuaries 
for Uyghur separatists and to curtail Islamic extremists. Uyghur separatist 
groups have emerged because of Chinese colonization of Xinjiang. Th e 
Chinese Communist Party has been vigilant in squashing groups that have 
engaged in separatism.57 Th e East Turkestan Islamic Movement58 has links 
outside China, which forces China to be dependent on other countries to 
dismantle such a group. Th at Uyghur separatists receive sanctuary and 
training in Pakistan has been a source of tension between the two states. 
Pakistan has responded by clamping down on Uyghur training camps and 
has extradited Uyghurs to China. At the same time, Pakistani authorities 
have taken strict mea sures with regards to Chinese citizens. Th e Red Mosque 
operation59 stands as an exemplar for the mea sures taken by the Pakistani 
establishment for the appeasement of Beijing. Pakistan has fully backed 
China in its handling of the 2009 Uyghur ethnic riots in Xinjiang, which 
left  200 people dead and 1,600 injured.60 However, continued Uyghur at-
tacks in China have left  Beijing dissatisfi ed by Pakistani eff orts to combat 
terrorism.61 Considering the new security threats to the region, Pakistan 
attempts to deliver to the utmost to protect China interests and support 
Beijing’s decisions on the international stage.

A TRADE CORRIDOR FOR GREATER AFGHAN– PAKISTANI 
INTEGRATION WITH CHINA

When Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping succeeded Mao, he introduced a prag-
matic foreign policy focused on economic ends and means. Deng Xiaop-
ing’s foreign policy enabled China’s rise through a profi t- centric approach 
and avoided structural pitfalls that a major power faces. Beijing revisited its 
policies and laid down a new domestic and international modus operandi. 
According to the new approach, Beijing’s foreign policy was grounded in the 
economic interest of China, with a diminished appetite for unilateralism, 
and heavy emphasis was placed on regional and global multilateralism with 
the aim of improving ties with key global trade partners in compliance with 
its Five Principles approach. Th is is what many analysts would call the mar-
riage of Panchsheel with the Beijing Consensus—in other words, a Chinese 
soft  power strategy.
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China’s relations with Pakistan have been formed on economic aid, mili-
tary transactions, and commerce in goods and commodities. A recent exam-
ple of Chinese commitment to Pakistan’s economic development is the 
China- Pak Economic Corridor (CPEC). According to this deal, the Chinese 
government and fi nance companies will invest $45.6 billion over the course 
of 6 years for energy and infrastructure projects in Pakistan.62 Likewise in 
2008, the two countries signed a comprehensive trade agreement granting 
unpre ce dented market access to each other. Th e bilateral trade fi gures have 
exponentially increased over the years, estimated at $7 billion per annum 
and expected to reach $15 billion by 2015. Since Deng Xiaoping’s economic 
reforms and more specifi cally the rise of economic globalization, Beijing’s 
vision for Pakistan is more focused on economic robustness, along with its 
military vigor. Th is is perhaps more evident in the infrastructure project, 
including major highways, gold and copper mines, and power plants, with 
an estimated ten thousand Chinese workers employed in Pakistan. In 2005, 
Pakistan and China signed a precedent- setting Treaty of Friendship and 
Co- operation, pledging that “neither party will join any alliance or bloc 
which infringes upon the sovereignty, security and territorial integrity of 
either China or Pakistan.” A careful examination of the terminology used in 
this treaty reminds us of Cold War parlance, where the contractual parties 
 were committing to supporting each other against aggression.

Beijing’s policy of handling Muslim countries translates into China’s ca-
pacity to export its soft  power to gain access to resources. With the with-
drawal of the United States from Af ghan i stan, Beijing’s interest in the 
Afghanistan– Pakistan region has become strategically important, due to its 
increased needs for oil, gas, and minerals. China’s interest in Af ghan i stan’s 
untapped reserves is geo graph i cally linked with Pakistan, because of the 
transportation routes. Although the Wakhan corridor connects Af ghan i-
stan to China, because of the lack of infrastructure, the Pakistan option is 
deemed the only conduit to act as a trade and energy corridor that can help 
China gain access to resources and overtake India’s interest in the region. 
China’s investment in the Aynak copper mine is a good case in point.63

For the past few de cades, China has been constructing a series of ports 
around the Indian Ocean. Th e Gwadar port in Baluchistan is another im-
portant piece in Beijing’s economic expansion and transition to being a 
global power. Th e Gwadar port is aimed at securing an alternative passage 
in case of Indian embargo.64 Gwadar’s strategic location provides China 
with access to the Indian Ocean, where it can station a naval presence ca-
pable of providing security. Gwadar also provides China with the capacity 
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to monitor Indian naval activities. And most important, the port provides 
future commercial interest, especially in the fi eld of energy. In accordance 
with CPEC, the Gwadar port will be linked to Northwest China.

More than 100 years ago, a French Canadian engineer proposed to use 
snow shoes in Gilgit to secure a passage to China.65 His proposition was 
turned down by the British resident in Kashmir, saying it was impracticable 
and useless because trade and threats  were absent. Today the same route is 
being fi nanced by the Chinese government as an economic corridor, which 
could be used to import oil, gas, minerals, and goods. Th e development of 
the Gwadar port was considered by many as the beginning of a long- term 
planned corridor that would make Chinese energy imports safer by avoid-
ing the Malacca Strait— which could be blocked by the United States and its 
allies.66 Th is also dampens India’s investment in its naval strength and ren-
ders it unable to block or intercept the Chinese ships navigating in the 
Indian Ocean.

CONCLUSION

Th e trajectory of the Sino- Pakistan relations has remained on course, un-
wavering and determined since its formative days in the 1950s. Th e watershed 
moment for this alliance was the Sino- Indian War of 1962, consequently 
positioning China on its “all- weather friendship” path to Pakistan. Since 
then, this relationship, along with the greater South Asian region, has seen 
many changes, but the strength of this alliance has remained consistent, 
thus making the Sino- Pakistan alliance unique, even though the two states 
have never signed any formal alliance or defense pact. In this chapter, we have 
emphasized the security aspect of this relationship over the course of sixty- 
plus years. At the turn of the present de cade, this relationship was once again 
confronted with important regional issues: for example, the scaling down of 
U.S. military aid; the upsurge in militant nonstate actors; and the attacks in 
Kashgar (Xinjiang Province) coordinated by militants trained in Pakistan. 
Th us, the options and alternatives are there for both China and Pakistan.

China has increasingly invested in Pakistan, and a retreat of U.S. involve-
ment in the region pushes China to engage more intensively in Pakistan for 
multiple reasons. First, China acutely needs oil and commodities, which 
have traditionally come from the Middle East via the Indian Ocean, to 
arrive through alternative routes, thus deeming China more control in rela-
tion to India. Th erefore, insecurity in Pakistan and the region would surely 
postpone the layout of infrastructure (such as the Sino- Pakistan corridor) 



PAKISTAN– CHINA SYMBIOTIC RELATIONS | 295

required to transport the much needed resources. Second, insecurity also 
creates a challenge for economic development in Af ghan i stan and Pakistan, 
particularly when China has invested billions of dollars in both countries. 
Th ird, by engaging in Pakistan, China enhances its power against India 
and the United States. Finally, instability in Pakistan would mean trouble 
along the border in Xinjiang. Considering this rationale and calculating the 
costs and benefi ts, China does need Pakistan as much as Pakistan needs 
China. Nevertheless, this situation can change if the circumstances around 
the alliance are transformed— primarily if the attacks in Xinjiang persist by 
militants trained in Pakistan. Po liti cal instability and Pakistan’s failure to 
crack down on militant training camps from its tribal belt could lead to a 
radical shift  in its relations with China.

Th e future course of the Pakistan– China alliance is contingent on what 
China’s national interest and strategic goals are in the region. For Pakistan, 
this de cade has been one of unforeseeable events. Th e question is, Could this 
be the juncture in history where the paths of these “time- tested partners” 
diverge? Th e key to this challenge is subject to the course of action adopted 
by Pakistan. Th is alliance could be seriously harmed if Uyghur militants 
continue to launch attacks in Xinjiang. Another prospect that can aff ect this 
alliance is Pakistan– India rapprochement. Over the years, we have seen 
changes in relations between China and India, China and the United States, 
and Pakistan and the United States relations, but the Pakistan– India rivalry 
has remained consistent. Th e probability of Indo- Pakistani rivalry termina-
tion is weak, but it is impossible to ignore the prospect of it in the future. 
Th e intriguing question would be, Where and how would the Sino- Pakistan 
alliance position itself without “the India nexus”? Would the tour de force 
of this alliance wane in that situation, or could it give rise to a much stron-
ger regional alliance? To give an idealistic perspective, one would argue that 
a nonantagonistic atmosphere in South Asia could lead to regional alliance, 
between China, Pakistan, and India— creating a very diff erent situation 
than the current realpolitik environment.

Alliances in the international arena are confi gured and structured on the 
interests and motives of the states involved. Although the interests and mo-
tives may somewhat vary, the goals and strategies are invariably structured 
on a cost– benefi t analysis, with the maximum possibility of favorable out-
comes in their desired goals and objectives. Th e Sino- Pakistan alliance was 
structured on a common goal, the containment or encirclement of India, but 
the interests and motives for both  were diff erent. Th e motivation for Paki-
stan is rooted in its insecurities vis- à- vis India, and China seeks to maintain 
its strategic position of being the dominant economic and military power 
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in the region. Th e India threat factor plays the role of an explanatory vari-
able in this relationship. We would like to conclude by quoting a strategy 
postulated by Deng Xiaoping, which has Machiavellian undertones and 
sheds light on Beijing’s grand  design:

Observe  calmly;
Secure our [Chinese]  position;
Cope with aff airs  calmly;
Hide our [Chinese] capacities and bide our  time;
Be good at maintaining a low  profi le;
And never claim  leadership;
Make some contribution.67

Th is is realpolitik par excellence, and it resembles the Chinese game wei qi 
(a game of encirclement). Pakistan in this equation is one of the strategic 
pieces for China in its game to contain or encircle India and gain regional 
or ultimately global supremacy. Th e turn of this de cade will prove the met-
tle of this alliance and Pakistan’s strategic importance for China.

Cordial feelings are mutual on both sides of the border and have re-
mained strong since its inception at the Bandung Conference in 1955. But 
whereas in the beginning security concerns  were on the forefront for both 
China and Pakistan, China’s national interests and objectives diverged aft er 
the 1979 economic reforms of Deng Xiaoping. Pakistan to this day continues 
to be perturbed by its perpetually constructed security dilemma, whereas 
China has adopted a pragmatic course focused on economic development 
and prosperity. However, despite the divergence in national objectives, this 
relationship has thus far maintained the initial essence of mutual trust and 
cooperation. Recent affi  rmations from Beijing have further validated this 
sentiment, particularly at a time when Pakistan’s credibility and reputation 
 were at its lowest ebb, following the May 2, 2011, raid by the United States 
and killing of Osama bin Laden in the vicinity of Pakistan’s elite military 
academy. Beijing’s sympathetic reaction to this sensitive aff air was a testa-
ment to its sixty years of unwavering support for Pakistan.
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This chapter traces the development of economic, po liti cal, and religious 
ties between Pakistan and Iran and Saudi Arabia from 1947 to the pres-
ent. Th is discussion is intended to link the debate about religious ties 

between Pakistan and other parts of the Muslim world to a broader body of 
scholarship and evidence of Pakistan’s regional ties as deriving from trade, 
migration, diplomacy, and geopolitics.

Th e religious politics of Western Asia are oft en analyzed through the 
dichotomy of Iran’s Shia revolutionary state and Saudi Arabia’s Sunni 
monarchical one. Pakistan’s relations with Iran and Saudi Arabia over sixty 
years, from 1947 to 2014, suggest ways in which a variety of ideologies have 
been received po liti cally, diplomatically, and through nonstate actors and 
the manner in which Pakistan has tilted in favor toward the Arab world 
and Sunni Islam in spite of the geography, history, and language that link 
it to Iran.

Th e fi rst section of the chapter sets up a periodization for the consider-
ation of Pakistan’s relations in Western Asia by exploring diplomatic rela-
tions between Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, and Iran from 1947 to 2013.1 I will 
explore a substantial body of scholarship that proposes that Pakistan’s 
policy position toward a postcolonial Middle East emerged slowly as a 
product of Cold War alliances managed by Ayub Khan from 1952 to 1968. 
Ayub Khan’s position was altered by the politics of Zulfi qar Ali Bhutto from 
1968 to 1977, a period during which, I will argue, the course of Pakistan’s 
current relations with the Middle East was set. Th e era of Zia ul Haq’s dic-
tatorship from 1977 to 1988, followed by the governments of Benazir Bhutto 
and Nawaz Sharif from 1988 to 1999, constitute a third period in the devel-
opment of Pakistan’s foreign policy. Th is phase was deeply infl uenced by the 
revolution in Iran and the Soviet occupation of and then withdrawal from 
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Af ghan i stan. Th is section builds on the work of Shahid Amin, Hasan 
Askari Rizvi, S. M. Burke, and others who have broadly framed the study of 
Pakistan’s relations in the Middle East in the regional security context and 
through the idea of an “Islamic” cultural continuum.

Th e second section of the chapter builds on this periodization to explore 
the movement of goods, capital, and labor between Pakistan, Iran, and Saudi 
Arabia from 1947. Th is analysis of published economic data and sources de-
scribing the development of Islamic fi nance and sharia- based economics 
suggests the mainstays of Pakistan’s economic and fi nancial links in West-
ern Asia. Th e third and fourth sections explore cultural relations between 
Pakistan and Saudi Arabia and Iran since 1979 and transnational Islamism, 
arguing for a better understanding of Pakistan’s participation in a Sunni re-
gionalism. Th e chapter concludes with a brief discussion of events since 2008.

PAKISTAN’S DIPLOMATIC RELATIONS 
WITH SAUDI ARABIA AND IRAN

British colonialism had disrupted many of the transfers of people, capital, 
and ideas across borders and in the maritime region.2 Prior to 1947, India’s 
governmental relations with the Arab world and Iran  were mediated 
through the Foreign and Po liti cal Offi  ce of the Government of India.3 Th e 
primary issues of concern for colonial Indian relations with the Gulf  were 
the limitation of “piracy” for protection of crown shipping routes and, later, 
the laying of telegraph lines across Iran, under the shallow waters of the Per-
sian Gulf, and into India.4 By the early twentieth century, colonial offi  cials 
had become concerned by reports of gunrunning and smuggling between 
Af ghan i stan, colonial India, and Iran and into the maritime Gulf region 
from the Makran coast.5 Relations with the Hijaz  were aff ected by colonial 
concerns about the loyalty of British Indian subjects during World War I.6 
Aft er the war, the Government of India used passport restrictions to disci-
pline hajj pilgrims, embarrassed by the apparent poverty and itinerancy of 
Indian travelers to Mecca.7

Decolonization opened the door for relations of a more meaningful and 
mutually benefi cial nature. As early as 1947, Pakistani statesmen champi-
oned the cause of nationalism and self- determination for colonized Muslim 
states in testimonials in the United Nation’s General Assembly. Despite such 
nationalist passions, it took time for Pakistan to put together its Foreign Ser-
vice, and diplomatic relationships evolved slowly. With a piecemeal inheri-
tance of the apparatus and tools of diplomacy in postwar Asia, the state 
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strove to put a diplomatic ser vice and strategy in place. Th e new government 
of Pakistan took account of those of its citizens who had received exposure 
in the colonial civil ser vice, assigning them to key relationships with the 
United States, Britain, and China. Other posts  were fi lled by young college 
graduates who completed two- year courses in diplomacy at the Fletcher 
School, funded through Fulbright fellowships.8

Chaudhuri Khaliquzzaman, then president of the Muslim League, set out 
on a two- month tour of the Middle East barely two years aft er Partition, at-
tempting to cobble together a national foreign policy position. S. M. Burke 
writes that he began to envisage a “United Islamistan” in the course of his 
travels, and his wide publicizing of this agenda did more harm than good 
for Pakistan’s image in the West and accomplished nothing among the Arab 
states, which seemed unmoved by Pakistan’s eff orts on behalf of Palestine 
at the United Nations.9

Shortly aft er Pakistan’s entry to the United Nations, the delegation voted 
with the Arab bloc and Iran to oppose the creation of Israel. In 1949, the 
Inter national Islamic Economic Conference met in Karachi, attended by 
delegates from across the Muslim world. Ghulam Muhammad asked that 
members imagine themselves part of an “organic  whole,” thereby creating a 
basis for “collective bargaining.”10 In 1951, the fi rst foreign minister, Zafrulla 
Khan, continued to address Pakistan relations with the Middle East only in 
the most general terms, writing of Iran and Saudi Arabia as countries and 
people that shared the bitterness of the colonial legacy and the geography of 
an Islamic front against communism.11

Th e United States positioned Pakistan as an ally as the infl uence of the 
USSR increased in the Middle East and in Af ghan i stan. Th e alliance with 
Pakistan was justifi ed on the basis that East Pakistan and West Pakistan 
would each off er bases in the case of a major war, thereby allowing the 
United States to “close” a “world engirdling circle of infl uence,”12 and U.S. 
spy planes  were stationed at Pakistani airbases in the northwest. Hence, 
when Ayub Khan joined Muhammad Ali Bogra’s government as defense 
minister in 1954, he managed Pakistan’s entry into the Mutual Defense 
Assistance Agreement and then the Baghdad Pact in 1955 (later renamed 
the Central Treaty Or ga ni za tion, or CENTO).13 Th is period marked the be-
ginning of Pakistan’s foreign relations with countries of the Middle East— 
relations that privileged anti- Soviet defensive arrangements with Turkey, 
Iran, and, for a short time, Iraq, over alliances with Saudi Arabia, Egypt, 
Jordan, and other Arab states.

During the early years of Pakistan’s existence, Saudi Arabia was 
openly critical of the Pakistan government. When Maulana Maududi of the 
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Jamaat- e- Islami was sentenced to death for his involvement in the move-
ment against the Ahmadi community, Saudi Arabia threatened to sever 
diplomatic ties with Pakistan.14 During the 1956 Suez crisis, King Saud met 
with Nehru and openly criticized Pakistan’s position in the Baghdad 
Pact.15 Bhutto later claimed that the Arab world’s grievances toward Paki-
stan  were personal and that Ayub Khan’s coup in 1958 “noticeably im-
proved” the attitude of the United Arab Republic (the polity representing 
the briefl y united governments of Syria and Egypt).16

Ayub Khan attempted to reverse some of the damage caused by his entry 
into the Baghdad Pact in a 1960 visit to Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Republic. He enunciated his support of the Arab position against Israel, 
sought economic assistance from Saudi Arabia, and received assurances of 
consideration of his request.17 Th e following year, Riyadh agreed to repre-
sent Pakistan’s interest in Af ghan i stan in view of rapidly deteriorating rela-
tions between the governments of Kabul and Islamabad.18

Th e relationship between Pakistan and the Saudis began to improve aft er 
the 1960 visit, at the expense of relations with other Arab countries and 
peoples. In 1961, Pakistan began to supply Saudi Arabia with weapons (rifl es 
and ammunition), which  were “passed on to royalist forces in Yemen” fi ght-
ing against the newly established republican government.19 In 1967, Ayub 
Khan signed an agreement whereby Pakistan would train the Saudi Armed 
Forces.20 During the 1971 war, when there was a U.S. embargo on military 
sales to Pakistan, it was rumored that Libya and Jordan provided American- 
built combat aircraft s to Pakistan in return for ser vices rendered by Paki-
stani pi lots in “diff erent Arab air forces.”21

Conversely, relations with Iran  were cordial at the outset of the bilateral 
relationship. In 1947, the demarcation of the Pakistan– Iran border necessi-
tated an early diplomatic engagement between the two countries. Th e border 
demarcation was amicably concluded in 1958 and included a gift  of territory 
from Pakistan to Iran, to protect Iran’s oil drainage in the region.22 The 
Baghdad Pact opened up early relations between Pakistan and Iran. 
When Iraq exited the pact in 1959, the shah positioned Iran as a regional 
center, opening the Baghdad Pact Nuclear Center at Tehran University for 
“cooperation and training in the use of radioactive isotopes.”23 Th at year, 
Ayub Khan addressed the Ira nian Parliament in a declaration of friendship, 
and a stamp was printed commemorating his visit to the country. In 1964, 
Iran, Pakistan, and Turkey entered into an agreement establishing the 
Regional Cooperation for Development.

During the 1965 war, Iran provided medical supplies, fuel, and aid as well 
as facilities for repair and refueling of Pakistani air force fi ghter planes.24 
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Trained Irani nurses  were also sent to help treat the wounded.25 Aft er the 
war, Iran was thought to be aiding Pakistan in the purchase of West Ger-
man jet fi ghter aircraft s despite the U.S.- imposed sanctions on arms sales to 
Pakistan.

Zulfi qar Ali Bhutto had been an infl uence on Pakistan’s foreign relations 
as early as 1957 when he was appointed as a delegate to the United Nations. 
He then became a cabinet minister in Ayub Khan’s government aft er the 
coup of 1958 and became foreign minister in 1963. During this time, he ar-
ticulated his commitment to the politics of nonalignment and remained in 
favor of cultivating relations with an Islamic bloc. Bhutto wrote that the 
sharpening of Pakistan’s commitments to the Arab world came in 1960 with 
the revelation of German agreements to arm Israel.26

During and aft er the 1965 war, Bhutto was the primary engineer of Paki-
stan’s foreign policy. He led Pakistan in the Tashkent peace negotiations 
brokered by the USSR but then broke with Ayub Khan’s government and 
toured the country speaking in public rallies against the government. Th is 
movement escalated alongside growing anger in East Pakistan and brought 
down the Ayub Khan regime in 1969.

In the well- studied events that followed, Pakistan’s fi rst direct elections 
in 1970 gave an absolute majority to the East Pakistani party Awami League 
led by Sheikh Mujibur Rahman. However, Zulfi qar Bhutto, whose party, the 
Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP), had dominated the elections in West Paki-
stan, was asked to convene the assembly.27 Th e civil war that followed led to 
the separation of East Pakistan into the nation- state of Bangladesh. In De-
cember 1971, a few days aft er the end of the war, Bhutto was appointed pres-
ident of Pakistan as the Constituent Assembly set to work draft ing a new 
constitution.

Championing the politics of the people, Bhutto nationalized key indus-
trial sectors in Pakistan and passed land reforms months aft er coming to 
power. He also appeared to take up the cause of Arab socialism, renaming 
Lahore Stadium in honor of Muammar Al- Qaddafi  for “the friendship Libya 
had shown Pakistan.”28 Bhutto’s actions provoked the suspicion of many of 
the monarchs of the Middle East, and he keenly felt the need for validation 
of his government, particularly in light of ongoing hostilities with India over 
Kashmir. He made several visits to the Middle East and North Africa in 
1972, soliciting statements of support from Turkey, Iran, Morocco, Egypt, 
Tunisia, and Libya (in addition to the USSR and China) for implementation 
of the UN General Assembly Resolution for the cessation of hostilities, re-
patriation of prisoners of war, and withdrawal to cease- fi re lines.29 As the 
scheduled peace meetings with India approached, Bhutto embarked on a 
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whirlwind tour of Abu Dhabi, Kuwait, Iraq, Lebanon, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, 
and Iran in addition to Nigeria, Somalia, Ethiopia, Mauritania, and Turkey 
in late May 1972.

Bhutto’s politics did not overturn the earlier terms of engagement with 
the Middle East. Military Staff  College in Quetta had trained offi  cers from 
British colonial armies across the Middle East since the 1920s. Th e Pakistani 
military off ered its ser vices in Jordan from the 1960s and extended these ar-
rangements to the newly in de pen dent emirate of Abu Dhabi, and presum-
ably to Saudi Arabia, aft er 1972. Bhutto continued to barter the skills of the 
Pakistan army for aid, preferential ties, and camaraderie and the creation 
of a front against India. However, Bhutto augmented these relations by 
opening up commercial and economic bilateral agreements with the Middle 
East and North Africa, solidifying Pakistan’s position in a Western Asian 
and North African economic sphere. During the 1972 trip, Bhutto set the 
ground for an agreement between Pakistan International Airlines and Saudi 
Airlines to jointly operate all hajj fl ights between these countries,30 and 
Karachi’s shipyards began to manufacture harbor tugs and coastal craft  for 
Abu Dhabi.31

It was as an extension of this vision of a regional economic order that 
Bhutto proposed that the convention of the second summit of the Or ga ni-
za tion of the Islamic Conference be held in Lahore. Th e summit had been 
called to discuss the aft ermath of the Arab- Israeli War and the oil embargo 
and was to be bankrolled by Saudi Arabia, fl ush with petro- dollars in the 
aft ermath of the embargo by the Or ga ni za tion of Petroleum Exporting 
Countries (OPEC).32 Th e Islamic Summit openly and somewhat transpar-
ently set an agenda for Pakistan’s policy position toward the Middle East, 
something I will discuss in more detail in the next section.

At a diff erent level, the events of 1972–1974 allowed Bhutto to initiate per-
sonal relations with heads of Muslim states. Bhutto struck up close relations 
with Sheikh Zayed of the newly in de pen dent United Arab Emirates and 
King Faisal of Saudi Arabia. As chairman of the Islamic Conference, Bhutto 
was able to receive more controversial heads of state, including Muammar 
Al- Qaddafi  (only recently come to power in Libya in 1969) and Yasser Ara-
fat, the head of the Palestinian Liberation Or ga ni za tion.33 Where Ayub 
Khan provided King Hussain of Jordan with military support in putting 
down the Palestinian Liberation Or ga ni za tion in Jordanian refugee camps,34 
Bhutto gave commitments of military support to Arafat and, in 1976, fl ew 
air ambulances and military support in to the Palestinian enclaves in Leba-
non, in response to a request for help directed through the embassy staff  in 
Beirut.35
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Bhutto began to develop Pakistan’s nuclear weapons program. Gordon 
Corera describes the beginning of the quest for nuclear weapons as an as-
pect of the showmanship of Bhutto in a post-1971, defeated Pakistan.36 Th e 
inception of the nuclear program was concurrent with Bhutto’s attempts to 
reach out to Middle Eastern countries and gain monetary support for his 
government and his programs. Corera surmises that support for and inter-
est in the bomb could have encouraged the monetary support committed 
by Saudi Arabia as well as Libya and other Gulf states in this sensitive 
period.37

Economic aid began to fl ow into Pakistan from the Middle East aft er 
1974. General Muhammad Zia ul Haq— judge, jury, and executioner of 
Bhutto and his politics— took control of this relationship as the Afghan 
jihad began. In 1979, Iran and Pakistan agreed that in light of the failure of 
the or ga ni za tion to maintain peace in the region, their continued member-
ship in CENTO did not serve national interests.38 Th e period that followed, 
1979–1999, marked an era of economic growth, urban development, and 
institutional transformation in the Gulf and Saudi Arabia. Conversely, the 
revolution in Iran, the imposition of sanctions, and the Iran– Iraq War iso-
lated it from the wave of labor migration and capital fl ows, which brought 
Pakistan into closer relations with the Arab states.

In 1981, Zia ul Haq fi rst engaged diplomatically with postrevolutionary 
Iran in an offi  cial state visit. Following this visit, reports of Iran using “back-
door” trading routes through Pakistan to import essential goods began to 
fi lter into the press.39 Pak– Iran relations remained on an even keel through 
the period of the Iran– Iraq War, harmonized through their policy toward 
Af ghan i stan. As the Afghan war drew to a close, Pakistan and Iran signed 
trade agreements that doubled Pakistan’s oil import from Iran in return for 
increased rice, wheat, and sugar exports. Th e two governments also agreed 
to raise a previous cap on transit trade across the Baluchistan border.40

In 1982, Pakistan signed a protocol with Saudi Arabia by which Pakistani 
troops would be stationed in Saudi Arabia to defend the holy sites.41 Th e 
troops remained there until 1987, when Saudi Arabia sent back the 20,000 
Pakistani soldiers troops stationed there because they included Shias, and 
the Saudis  were not comfortable with this presence in the aft ermath of the 
events of the hajj of 1987.42 Saudi Arabia was said to have supported the 
Sunni politics of the Jamaat- e- Islami in the 1988 elections in which Benazir 
Bhutto came to power. Her election heralded the beginning of a period of 
relatively cool relations between the two countries, which ended in 1990, 
when Saudi followed Iran in issuing a statement of support for Pakistan’s 
position on the escalating confl ict in Kashmir. Benazir Bhutto made a visit 
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to Saudi in the same year and discussed increased Saudi aid for Pakistan.43 
Aft er Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990, Pakistan sent a mechanized brigade 
of close to 6,000 men to Saudi and another 1,000 to the United Arab Emir-
ates under the 1982 agreement.44 However, over time, Saudi Arabia’s own 
internal recruitment and training made it less dependent on this sort of mil-
itary assistance.45

Pakistan’s return to democracy aft er the death of Zia ul Haq marked the 
next phase of relations between Pakistan and the Middle East. Benazir 
Bhutto’s fi rst and second terms as prime minister of Pakistan  were positive 
periods of engagement with Iran. In 1995, in her second term, Benazir Bhutto 
visited Iran and opened discussions on the import of natural gas from Iran 
as a feasible alternative to import from Qatar and Turkmenistan.46 Later that 
year, an agreement was signed to build a gas pipeline connecting the South 
Pars gas fi eld to Pakistan and potentially onward to India. In 1996, discussions 
began over pricing of the gas, fi nance, and building of the pipeline. Both 
countries remained committed to the project, although the dimensions 
and viability of the project, including the question of whether it would link 
to the Indian market, continued to be debated.47 During the same period, 
Iran acquired designs that allowed the country’s nuclear scientists to 
build a pi lot centrifuge. Th e UN International Atomic Energy Agency later 
discovered that the designs  were from Pakistani laboratories and  were re-
ceived as early as 1995.48 Th e extent to which the army (under General Mirza 
Aslam Beg) and the government  were involved in these transfers remains 
unclear.49

During Nawaz Sharif ’s second term as prime minister, from 1997 to 1999, 
tensions between Iran and Af ghan i stan began to escalate as the Taliban ex-
tended their control across Af ghan i stan. In September 1998, forty Ira nian 
citizens, including diplomatic staff , disappeared in the violent Taliban capture 
of Mazar- i Sharif. Pakistan’s mediation led to the release of fi ve Ira nian 
truck drivers, but the nine diplomats  were later found dead. Pakistan’s con-
tinued support of the Taliban during this period soured Pakistan– Iran re-
lations.50 Pakistan’s insistence on the right to host the Or ga ni za tion of the 
Islamic Conference (OIC) summit meeting in 1997 at the 50th anniversary 
of Pakistan’s creation was also seen as a deliberate snub to Iran, whose turn 
it really was.51 However, enhanced U.S. sanctions on Iran and U.S. strikes in 
Af ghan i stan in 199852 may have muted Iran’s position toward Pakistan at 
this time.

Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates’ relevance for Pakistani do-
mestic politics took a new turn in the 1990s when po liti cal leaders chose 
these countries as their homes during periods of exile. Benazir Bhutto set 
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up her base in Dubai aft er the dissolution of her fi rst government in 1990 
and aft er her second ousting in 1996. Nawaz Sharif chose Saudi Arabia as 
his home in his period of exile from Pakistan from 1999 to 2007. Pervez 
Musharraf made his fi rst out- of- state visit to Saudi Arabia to seek legiti-
mization aft er the coup in which he overthrew Nawaz Sharif. Asif Zardari 
also spent time in his personal residence in Dubai aft er his release from 
jail in 2004.

In 2008, the PPP led by Asif Ali Zardari took power, completing a full 
term amid allegations of corruption but also overseeing the passage of the 
Eigh teenth Amendment to the Constitution. Whereas the PPP strongly 
maintained the importance of diplomatic and economic ties with Iran, the 
2013 elections, which brought Nawaz Sharif in as prime minister for a third 
term,  were followed almost immediately by announcements of government 
intentions to seek fi nancial support from Saudi Arabia.53

As the subsequent section will explore, Pakistan’s diplomatic ties with 
Saudi Arabia and Iran developed alongside the economic vision of succes-
sive governments. Th is economic relationship, aff ected by events such as the 
end of the Cold War, provided opportunities both for Saudi Arabia and the 
United Arab Emirates to step into a role of patrons of Pakistan’s po liti cal 
elites and for the imagining of large collaborative projects, such as the Iran– 
Pakistan gas pipeline.

TRADE, CAPITAL, AND MIGRATION

During the colonial period, trade between South Asia, Iran, and Saudi Ara-
bia was channeled through British maritime shipping routes and land trade 
routes, taxed at the colonial borders of India, and denominated in pounds 
sterling. Oil was transported between Iran and Saudi Arabia and the Indian 
colonial market by British-  and U.S.- owned oil marketing companies. In the 
early years of Liaquat Ali Khan’s and then Khwaja Nazimuddin’s leadership, 
Pakistan determined its national developmental agenda. From early on, no 
less than fi ft y percent of total revenue was allocated to defense and the re-
mainder to railways, electric power, agriculture, telecommunications, and 
new industries. Commonwealth membership, commodity aid from the 
United States, and the demand for Pakistani products during the Korean 
War54 led Pakistan to continue to focus on trade relations with the United 
Kingdom and United States in the early years aft er Partition.

Between 1947 and 1957, Pakistan imported petroleum products from a va-
riety of sources, including Iran, the USSR, Malaysia, and Burma, but the 
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bulk was imported from the United Kingdom.55 Owing to the controls on 
the price of oil, Pakistan’s low level of industrialization and electrifi cation, 
and limitations on the use of foreign exchange to fi nance imports, petro-
leum products accounted for under 10 percent of total imports up to 1973. Th e 
OPEC embargo on oil in 1973 multiplied the cost of oil in the bud get of the 
government of Pakistan while simultaneously transforming the economic 
position of the oil- producing countries. Zulfi qar Ali Bhutto’s management 
of the OIC summit at this crucial moment directly linked Pakistan to the 
economies of the oil- producing countries of the Middle East.

Th e OIC summit allowed for the continuation of a debate that had begun 
in 1970 at the Karachi conference of Foreign Ministers of Muslim Countries. 
Th en, the participants had opened up the discussion of economic, social, 
and cultural cooperation between Muslim countries and agreed to explore 
the creation of a regional system of banking based on Islamic methods for 
the management of “Moslem capital.” Th e Egyptian economist Mohamed 
Hassan al Tohami went on to write a study entitled “Egyptian Study on the 
Establishment of an Islamic Banking System (Economics and Islamic Doc-
trine).” Th is paper was the basis for the establishment of the Islamic Devel-
opment Bank in Riyadh in 1973.56 Al Tohami served as secretary general of 
the 1974 OIC summit in Lahore at which he presented his ideas about the 
“Islamic economy,” which would “safeguard the interests of Islamic coun-
tries and their peoples” and allow for the “investments by states and indi-
viduals alike of surplus capital . . .  with the purpose of augmenting it for the 
good of all Islamic states and people.”57

Th e idea of the Islamic economy was based on three principles. Th e fi rst 
was that many Muslim countries  were eco nom ically strong but might enter 
the world economy on disadvantageous terms. Th e second was that moral-
ity demanded that surplus capital of wealthy countries be invested to ben-
efi t all Islamic states and people. Th e third was that Muslim fi nancial ethics 
diff erentiated Muslim peoples and Muslim states within the world economy, 
and these ethics  were best understood through the sharia.

As secretary general of the OIC summit, Tohami called for development 
and planning that would allow for the investment of surplus capital in the re-
gion, thereby shoring up the economies of poorer Muslim states and uphold-
ing the moral principles of Islam by creating interest- free banking models. 
Th is proposal was a reversal of Pakistan’s earlier position on leadership in 
the Muslim world as from 1947 Pakistan had claimed to champion Islam in 
the postcolonial world. From 1974, Pakistan deferred to Saudi Arabia, the 
United Arab Emirates, Iran, and Libya— the Arab oil- producing countries— 
stating that they  were the rightful guardians of Islam and of the umma.58
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Th e Islamic Summit set the stage for a new era of professional and eco-
nomic alliances between Pakistan and the Arab world. Up to 1972, the only 
Arab Gulf country that extended loan facilities to Pakistan was Kuwait.59 
Between 1973 and 1978, Pakistan received aid commitments of $971 million 
from Libya, Iran, Abu Dhabi, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the OPEC fund. 
Th ese funds  were used for balance- of- payments support for petroleum 
imports, for setting up oil refi neries, and for other communications and 
capital investment projects.60

Th e most important relationships that grew out of these aid commit-
ments  were those with the United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia. Largely 
owing to the increase in price of oil, imports from Saudi Arabia accounted 
for close to 60 percent of total petroleum imports in 1973–1974, whereas they 
had accounted for only 11 percent of imports in 1970–1971. Pakistan began 
importing oil from the United Arab Emirates in the same year, supported 
by a $100 million loan facility received from Abu Dhabi and a $15 million 
facility for the import of crude oil from Abu Dhabi National Oil Corpora-
tion (ADNOC).61 Iran made aid commitments of $580 million in 1974 and a 
further $150 million in 1976.62

Earlier balance- of- payments and project support had come from the 
United Kingdom, United States, USSR, and China. Arab aid commitments 
of the 1970s led to the establishment of several jointly funded projects 
including the Pak- Arab Refi nery and Pak- Arab Fertilizer Project at Multan, 
funded by Abu Dhabi; the Tarbela hydropower project, funded by OPEC; 
and fertilizer, cement, and thermal power plants, funded by Saudi Arabia. 
Joint investment and holding companies  were also set up with fi nancial 
commitments from Kuwait and Libya.63 Earlier refi neries, such as Pakistan 
Refi nery, incorporated in 1960, and National Refi nery, incorporated in 1963, 
 were built to refi ne Ira nian crude oil. In contrast, the Pak- Arab Refi nery 
Limited, 60 percent owned by the Abu Dhabi National Oil Corporation and 
fi nally completed in 2000, was built to refi ne the Abu Dhabi and Saudi Ara-
bian crude products.

Saudi Arabia’s (and the United Arab Emirates’) economic growth and ur-
ban development onward had great implications for Pakistan. Pakistani 
migrant workers in Saudi  were remitting over $500 million annually— over 
40 percent of total foreign remittances— from the late 1970s.64 By the turn 
of the century, an equal amount was being remitted from the United Arab 
Emirates.65

In addition to direct economic assistance, a second profound infl uence 
on Pakistan’s economics emerged in the growth of capital markets and 
banking in the United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia. Th e Dubai Islamic 
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Bank was established in 1975 in the United Arab Emirates and was owned 
by the Dubai government, and the Islamic Development Bank was estab-
lished in Saudi Arabia in 1975 through a joint declaration by member coun-
tries of the OIC.66 Both organizations  were intended to create sharia- compliant 
banking models that could serve investors and borrowers through the re-
gion. Professionals also built on the access to capital to fund banking, com-
mercial, infrastructural, and fi nancial projects in Pakistan.67 Th e Bank of 
Credit and Commerce International set up by Pakistani banker Agha Has-
san Abedi and funded by the Abu Dhabi royal family has been relegated to 
ignominy,68 but more recent collaborations have been closely regulated 
under international trade and banking laws and are, by all accounts, suc-
cessful enterprises. Together, these infl uences suggest a prevailing vision of 
a morally construed Islamic region within which a mutually profi table mo-
bilization of capital is seen as possible.

Th e idea of the Islamic economy infl uenced taxation and banking prac-
tices in Pakistan as well. In February 1979, Zia ul Haq declared that Pakistan 
was going to follow an interest- free fi nance model, applying the principle 
to the activities of public- sector investment corporations.69 Th e assessment 
of zakat was to follow the example of Saudi Arabia, which had been levying 
zakat since 1956, as is suggested in an 1980 Urdu publication, translated 
from a 1977 work by a scholar of the Abdul Aziz University (of Sharia) in 
Riyadh. Th e author argues that zakat must be applied equally to savings 
and assessed on commerce and industry.70 Th e book also accounts for the 
history of zakat regulation through oversight, banking, and auditing in 
Saudi Arabia, suggesting the methods by which zakat could be assessed 
and charged by the government in Pakistan.71

Th e interest- free models of banking, fi rst developed by Faisal Islamic 
Bank and ADNOC, have been picked up by international banks operating 
in the region72 and have, since 2001, inspired the extension of “sharia- 
compliant” banking ser vices by a number of Western and local banks in 
Pakistan, overseen by the State Bank of Pakistan.73

Although the burgeoning of sharia- compliant banking ser vices suggests 
that Pakistanis are ethically interested in the Islamic fi nance model, the low 
rate of governmental collection of zakat funds and almost negligible value 
of voluntary zakat payments into the government fund establish that gov-
ernmental regulation of this sector is not widely appreciated by the Pakistan 
public.74 Th e idea of the Islamic economy therefore has its greatest salience 
for the private sector rather than for a state- sponsored Islamism.

Th e events of the 1970s led to an increase in imports from Iran as well, 
but trade with Iran both before and aft er the revolution of 1979 occupied a 
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more modest portion of Pakistan’s trading account than that with Saudi 
Arabia (table 10.1). Th e trading relationship with Iran has always had im-
portant consequences for the economy of Baluchistan, where an undoc-
umented trade in fuel subsidizes the local economy.75 Documented and 
undocumented trade in dry goods, vegetables, fruit, livestock, electricity, 
and labor fi lls the markets on both sides of the border. Th e Ira nian government 
has shown a great interest in the border relations with Baluchistan, and 
many of the projects funded by Iran in the 1970s supported industry based 
in Baluchistan.

At a national level, Pakistan imported petroleum and petrochemicals as 
well as food and ore from across the border. Imports from Iran to Pakistan 
 were encouraged through loan agreements and trade agreements in the 
pre-1979 era, but the trade relations of the 1980s  were far more signifi cant 
because of the international trade sanctions on Iran, under which Iran ex-
ported oil and imported essential commodities from across the Pakistan 
border. Between 1981 and 1983, total imports from Iran increased from Rs 23 
million to Rs 1.1 billion, and exports to Iran increased from Rs 823 million to 
Rs 4.2 billion. In 1986, the two countries set up a Joint Economic Commis-
sion to manage trade across the border.76 Aft er a period of tensions over 
Pakistan’s Afghan policy in 1997–2001, Pak– Iran trade was renewed along 
with eff orts to regularize the undocumented economy.77

In 2003, diplomacy toward actualizing the Iran– Pakistan gas pipeline 
was renewed, and in 2010, a deal was signed to start construction of the 
route.78 Despite overt U.S. pressure and threats to extend sanctions against 
Iran to any fi nancier of the project and the withdrawal of a Chinese consor-
tium, which was going to lead the fi nancing, both countries remained com-
mitted to building the pipeline, and it became a key point in the articulation 
of regional self- interest and defi ance of the United States under the PPP 
government of 2008–2013.

Between 1973 and 2000, two diff erent sets of interests came to defi ne Pa-
kistan’s relations with the Arab world and relations with Iran. Relations with 
the Arab world had ballooned with the petrodollar economy. Relations 
with Iran, while also deeply signifi cant for regional economic growth and 
resource sharing,  were not seen as buoyant or as lucrative and  were side-
lined, particularly aft er the end of the Iran– Iraq War. Yet the benefi t to Paki-
stan’s domestic economy from economic ties with Saudi Arabia and the 
Gulf has yet to be fully quantifi ed. While remittances of foreign exchange 
strengthen the domestic economy, other ties may be detrimental to Pakistan’s 
national interest. Arab investors have blocked attempts to develop coal- fi red 
power plants, encouraging Pakistan to remain dependent on expensive 
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imports of furnace oil. Saudi Arabia made a credit facility for oil purchase 
available to Pakistan on a deferred payment basis just aft er the nuclear 
tests in 1998. Th ese aid relations became more complicated under the PPP 
government when Saudi Arabia refused to sell oil to Pakistan on anything 
other than commercial terms despite the crisis state of the Pakistani power 
sector during the recent PPP tenure.79

PLACING ISLAM IN REGIONAL RELATIONS

Ideas about the po liti cal salience of a transnational Islamic community in a 
world of nation- states fi rst began to be articulated in the late nineteenth 
century. Th is idea— that Muslims of the world constitute a composite called 
the umma— inspired both Shia and Sunni political- religious movements. In 
addition to invoking the idea of a moral community, the idea of the umma 
relies on a shared regard for the history, languages, knowledge, and sites of 
Islam. For Sunnis, these are the Arabic language, the Hanafi , Hanbali, Shafi , 
and Maliki legal traditions as certain hadith compilations, and the sites of 
Islam in the Arab world, including Mecca, Medina, and Al Aqsa. For Shias, 
this list includes the Persian language, the legal compendium of Imam 
Jafar, and the sites of Karbala and Najaf in Iraq and Qom in Iran.

Intellectual relations between South Asian Muslims and Iran and Saudi 
Arabia are rooted in a long history of travel and learning. Both before and 
aft er 1947, some Sunni scholars in South Asia oft en traveled to Mecca and 
Medina for initiation into hadith and fi qh studies and Arabic language 
study,80 and Shia scholars oft en traveled to Iraq.81 Th is sort of training was 
received in addition to knowledge traditions and education from South 
Asian teachers. Students would spend several years in Saudi Arabia partici-
pating in study circles and sometimes setting up their own. Th ey studied 
and taught in ethnically diverse groups of students linked by their subject 
of study and the language of study, which was Arabic. In the late colonial 
period, Sunni scholars from the or ga ni za tion called the Ahl- i Hadith and 
those connected to the madrasah Darul Ulum Deoband most oft en traveled 
to Saudi for study. Th is continued in the postcolonial period, and some Pa-
kistani scholars who came to great prominence remained in Saudi Arabia as 
teachers or in other professional capacities.82 Th e same is presumably true 
of the teaching and learning experience of Shia scholars in Najaf and later 
in Qom.83

Pakistan’s cultural relations with the Muslim world have been aff ected 
by the fault line between Arab Sunnism and Ira nian Shiism. Pakistan’s earli-
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est relations with Iran  were premised on its historic cultural connections 
to the Persianate cultural world while Pakistani ulama looked toward the 
institutions of Islamic legal studies in Saudi Arabia.

During the period of the CENTO accords, Iran sought collaborations in 
petrochemicals research and development and engineering,84 while Paki-
stan sought to enhance a Persianate cultural heritage through education 
programs and sharing of expertise about art, archaeology, anthropology, 
and architecture. Ira nian cultural centers  were established in cities across 
Pakistan, including Quetta, Peshawar, Islamabad, Karachi, and Lahore, and 
an Iran– Pakistan Language Authority was established in 1969 to foster Per-
sian research, writing, and publishing in Pakistan.85 Iran sponsored a cul-
tural center and digital library mostly focused on manuscript preservation 
at Punjab University Library,86 and the Iran– Pakistan Persian Research 
Center, established in 1971 and now located in Islamabad, maintains a col-
lection of manuscripts and a research library.87

Both before and aft er 1979, Pakistan and Iran have had agreements for 
student exchange programs. Th e earliest of these involved each country 
off ering ten postgraduate scholarships to the other.88 Under more recent 
agreements, Pakistan reserves small quotas at public universities for Ira nian 
students, and Iran does the same for Pakistani students. Pilgrims intending 
to visit Sufi  shrines and Shia sites in Iran (or, for that matter, in India) have 
not received the same attention as hajjis, although visa policies for religious 
tourists have been discussed between the two states. Instead, travel to holy 
sites in Iran is managed by private tour operators.

It was only aft er 1979 that Qom became a major center for Shia theo-
logical study, and the example of Iran began to inspire Shia intellectualism 
and politics in Pakistan.89 A recent publication from Islamabad’s Al Basirah 
Trust, a research or ga ni za tion for the study of Islam in the light of ijtehad, 
describes this inspirationalism as pivoting on the personality and then 
memory of Imam Khomeini and the possibilities for engaging in scholarly 
and po liti cal debates in a religious idiom.90 Equally, Iran’s clerics have 
regularly spoken out in the Ira nian press about the condition of Pakistan’s 
Shia and have extended moral and personal support to Pakistan’s Shia 
activists.91

Mariam Abou Zahab’s work on the “new Shias” inspired by postrevolu-
tionary Iran describes the politicization of the Shia identity through the 
emergence of transnational connections between Shia clerics in Pakistan 
and those in the Middle East (including Lebanon) and through the estab-
lishment of new teaching and congregational spaces in Pakistan, which 
transferred a distinctly Ira nian Shiism into Pakistan.92
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In contrast, the Arab world has long occupied an undisputed position as 
a cultural, intellectual, and moral wellspring for Sunni Islam. In overt at-
tempts to bolster this position, Saudi Arabian ulama have sought to mod-
ernize religious institutions in Saudi Arabia in line with other educational 
and institutional developmental objectives. Muhammad Qasim Zaman’s 
recent work, Modern Islamic Th ought, identifi es the national and transna-
tional ambitions of Salafi  ulama in institutionalizing the loci for issuing 
fatwa.93 Modern colleges off ering government- recognized degrees for the 
study of sharia and the Arabic language  were set up in Riyadh in 1951 and 
Medina in 1961 in an attempt to institutionalize and monitor religious study. 
In 1953, the Dar al- Ift a was established and grew to be a single centralized 
source of religious interpretation and injunction in the Saudi state.94 Th ese 
colleges and institutions enroll international students and invite theologians 
from around the Muslim world, including Pakistan.

Patronage of Pakistani ulama by Saudi ulama is suggested by regular vis-
its of Saudi theologians to Pakistan. Such visits are strongly encouraged in 
Pakistan and both offi  cial and unoffi  cial levels. When the imam of Mecca’s 
Grand Mosque visited Pakistan during the Lal Masjid crisis, he was allowed 
to meet with Abdul Rashid Ghazi and heard his demands for the establish-
ment of Saudi- style sharia.95 In other cases, meetings between the religious 
parties and Saudi offi  cials have been facilitated by Pakistani politicians.96 
Saudi Arabia provided the campus for the International Islamic University 
established in Islamabad in 1980. In 1985, three Islamic and Arabic studies 
centers funded by and named for Sheikh Zayed, president of the United Arab 
Emirates,  were opened at the University of Karachi, Peshawar University, and 
Punjab University.97

Offi  cial cultural relations opened possibilities for Pakistan to receive 
other forms of religious support as well. In the 1960s, King Faisal provided 
funds to build the Faisal Mosque in Islamabad to which he added $10 mil-
lion to support the creation of an Islamic educational center on the mosque 
grounds.98 Th e International Islamic University was set up in 1980 through 
this donation,99 and the mosque was completed in 1986.

Other instances of expansive Arab fi nancial support for projects in Paki-
stan seem greatly inspired by personal interests, connections, and largesse 
on the part of Arab royals. Th e Sheikh Zayed International Airport and the 
Sheikh Zayed Medical College and Hospital, both at Rahim Yar Khan in 
Sindh,  were both projects funded personally by Sheikh Zayed because the 
area is a favorite hunting destination of the UAE sheikhs. Th e Sheikh Zayed 
Medical Complex in Lahore, the Civil Hospital at Nagarparkar in Sindh, 
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and the Sheikh Zayed International School in Islamabad, all commissioned 
in 1986,  were also described as personally motivated charitable projects.100

Th e architectural monument of the Faisal Mosque, Pakistan’s biggest 
mosque and briefl y the largest mosque in the world, has drawn great atten-
tion the fact of Saudi support for Sunni practice in Pakistan’s intolerant re-
ligious environment.101 Its grounds  house Zia ul Haq’s mausoleum, and its 
image has been replicated on the Rs 5,000 note since 2006. Faisal Mosque 
has broadened Pakistan’s defi nition of its architectural heritage, which 
includes Naulakha pavilion, the Badhshahi mosque, Mohenjodaro, and the 
tomb of Jahangir— all sites signifying a regional territorial heritage and a 
predominantly Persianate one. However, Faisal Mosque, built at the same 
time as Islamic world– funded large power projects, refi neries, and factories, 
is intended to be symbolic of national economic development. As many 
commentators have pointed out, Faisal Mosque demonstrates the confl u-
ence of Pakistan’s national religious self- representation and Saudi Arabia’s 
interests in religious patronage.

Pakistan interacts most directly and regularly with Saudi Arabia on the 
question of the hajj because of the close intergovernmental collaboration re-
quired to make arrangements for pilgrims and the demands for transpar-
ency in the allocation of hajj permits on the part of Pakistanis. Between 1948 
and 1974, the number of Pakistanis who performed hajj each year increased 
from 12,300 to 58,743.102 By the end of the century, that number crossed 
100,000, and the number of Pakistani hajis anticipated for 2012 was 
190,000.103 Since the 1960s, each country has been awarded a quota under 
which its citizens’ participation in hajj is managed.104 Robert Bianchi notes 
that Pakistani participation expanded dramatically and was managed un-
der a new and highly effi  cient hajj administration during Zulfi qar Ali Bhut-
to’s premiership, peaking at the time of the 1974 Islamic Summit.105 Th e 
quota systems and the sheer size of Pakistan’s annual hajj contingent has 
made the hajj a major point of issue in Pakistan– Saudi relations. Each year, 
Pakistan bargains for an increase in the quota, and any success is widely 
publicized.106 Hajj training schemes, which discipline pilgrims and prepare 
them for the strenuous rites, have been in place since Bhutto’s time. Th e Pa-
kistani state, in supporting the Saudi state in its hajj management objectives, 
implicitly supports the view that Pakistanis as Muslims have no claim on 
Mecca except as worshippers.

Bianchi argues that Saudi Arabia’s management of the hajj is deeply 
affected by a perceived threat from pilgrims expressing any po liti cal moti-
vation. In 1979, the Saudi dissident Juhayman al- Otaibi, along with 400 
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supporters, occupied the Grand Mosque in Mecca right aft er the conclu-
sion of the hajj. It was rumored that a prominent Pakistani Ahl- i Hadith 
member who was studying and teaching in Saudi Arabia participated in the 
events of 1979, and the Ira nian government openly appealed to other Mus-
lims to mobilize po liti cally in Mecca.107 In 1987, at least 400 Ira nian pil-
grims  were killed when Saudi security forces began shooting at Ira nian 
pilgrims who had staged a “demonstration” in Mecca.108

Saudi Arabia’s position is clear: Mecca and Medina belong to the Saudi 
state, and worshippers enter at the regime’s behest.109 Pakistani pilgrims are 
closely scrutinized for links either to Iran or to dissident religious factions, 
and Pakistani migrant workers are subjected to close surveillance and state 
monitoring in Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. In June 2012, 
Saudi Arabia’s arrest of the Indian Muslim militant and Lashkar- e- Taiba 
member Abu Jindal on passport violations and his extradition to India to 
stand trial and give evidence against Pakistan for the November 26 Mum-
bai attacks confi rm Saudi Arabia’s intolerance of religious activism on its 
own soil.110

Th ere is as yet little evidence of direct Saudi support to religious extrem-
ist groups in Pakistan, a fact that should caution us against drawing too 
many inferences about Saudi Arabia’s role in Pakistan. But Saudi Arabia’s 
recent commitment to build “100 wells, 100 mosques and 2,000 eye surger-
ies” in Pakistan, its sponsorship of Koran recitation competitions, and 
its gift  of a Rs 30 million carpet to the International Islamic University in 
Islamabad are the most recent of many “gift s” from Saudi Arabia in support 
of Sunni interpretations of Islam in Pakistan.111

At an offi  cial level, most relations between Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, and 
the United Arab Emirates have rationalized a Sunni Muslim politics man-
aged by governments and institutions and are marked by attempts to check 
mobile and transnational Islamist politics, which are perceived to compro-
mise the interests of government. Th e most obvious cultural spillover of the 
offi  cial Saudi– Pakistan relationship is the proliferation of private tourism 
companies that have sprung up across Pakistan, putting together not only 
hajj and Umrah packages for religious travel to Mecca but also packaging 
tours for tourists and airline tickets for migrant workers to Dubai, Jeddah, 
and Doha. Th e religious transference of ideas inspired by such travel alone 
is no more and no less signifi cant than the abaya and sheila, the woman’s 
cloak and veil, which is fashionable in Saudi Arabia and the Gulf and in-
creasingly preferred by religiously observant Pakistani Muslim women over 
the burka.112
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TRANSNATIONAL ISLAMISM

During the Afghan war, Arabs committed to the preservation of the umma 
found their way to Pakistan’s northwest and from there into Af ghan i stan 
and did so with the complicity of Zia’s government in Pakistan and pre-
sumably the knowledge and approval of the governments of their own 
countries— among these, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and the United Arab Emir-
ates. During the 1990s, participants supported the rise of the dogmatic 
Sunni Taliban movement. Af ghan i stan therefore became an incubator of a 
Sunni transnationalism, taking shape around theological ideas about state, 
governance, sharia, and in opposition to Iranian- sponsored Shiism. Pakistan 
received the product of both Af ghan i stan’s militarized Sunni dogma and 
Iran’s newly politicized Shia identity.

Th rough the same period, Iran remained committed to speaking for 
and defending the interests of the Shias of Af ghan i stan. It supported the 
Bonn agreement and invested in construction projects in Af ghan i stan, of-
fered aid and loans, and urged all parties to participate in a broad- based 
representative government at Kabul.113 Shortly aft er the revolution in Iran, a 
Shia po liti cal front was established in Punjab as the Tehrik- e Nizaf- e Fiqha 
Jafaria (Movement for the Protection of the Jafari Fiqh).

By the middle of the 1980s, many of the Sunni groups that had been in-
volved in the Afghan war began to set up militant and anti- Shia organiza-
tions in Pakistan, the fi rst of which was the Anjuman- i Sipah- e- Sahaba 
Pakistan (Society of the Soldiers of the Companions of the Prophet) estab-
lished in 1985 in the Punjab. Th is group was implicated in attacks on Iranian 
interests in Pakistan from the 1989 to 2001. In 1990, the cultural attaché at 
the Irani consulate in Lahore was killed by Haq Nawaz Jhangvi of the 
Sipah- e- Sahaba. In 1997, Riaz Basra of the off shoot group Lashkar- e Jhangvi 
claimed responsibility for an attack that killed fi ve Ira nian cadets visiting 
Rawalpindi.114 Sunni extremist groups claimed responsibility for attacks on 
the Ira nian cultural center in Multan in 1997 and 1998, claiming that the 
center was advocating Shia militancy in Pakistan.115

Mariam Abou Zahab argues that the rising confl ict between Sunnis and 
Shias in Pakistan during the 1980s and 1990s should be read as an extension 
of Saudi– Iran tensions in Pakistan because of the material support extended 
to Sunni extremist groups by Arab benefactors and selective targeting of the 
Ithna ‘Asharia Shias of Pakistan over Bohris and Ismailis.116 Th at the Paki-
stani establishment— particularly the military intelligence— showed itself 
willing to suff er the proliferation of Sunni militant groups in Pakistan and 
their targeting of Shias and Ira nian interests in the country suggest its 
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complicity in the regional competition. From all accounts, this forbearance 
was linked to the ability of religious extremists to penetrate the borders of 
Af ghan i stan and Kashmir rather than to par tic u lar ideological preferences.

A pop u lar understanding of Islamic regionalism has been supported in 
Pakistan by both the Urdu-  and regional- language press and by preachers. 
Th is trend emerged fi rst in response to Pan- Arabism and was invigorated 
during the Soviet occupation of Af ghan i stan, the Israeli state, and prevail-
ing Western interests in the oil- rich Middle East. Transnational Islamic 
discourses critique government action in pursuit of what are seen to be 
American- directed policy ends and oft en propose an empathy with Islamist 
movements. Aft er September 11, 2001, the politics of religion in Pakistan be-
came increasingly colored by sectarian rivalries. Pervez Musharraf ’s gov-
ernment banned several religious sectarian groups, among them Lashkar- e 
Taiba, Lashkar- e Jhangvi, Sipah- e Mohammad, Jaish- e Mohammad, and 
Sipah- e- Sahaba.117 However, these groups continued to operate, oft en under 
new names, claiming responsibility for massive attacks on Shia communi-
ties across the country and inspiring, if not directly carry ing out, isolated 
attacks on Shia professionals. Saudi and Gulf Arabs  were implicated in pro-
viding funding for religious extremists through “cash couriers,” suggesting 
Al Qaeda– inspired Islamist or ga ni za tion.118

Signifi cant though these events have been, the war on terror, the occupa-
tion and subsequent fall of Iraq to the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant 
(ISIS), and eff orts to rebuild Af ghan i stan alongside an American withdrawal 
have had a tremendous impact on regional infrastructure, militarization and 
arms production, diplomacy, aid and development, and telecommunica-
tions, the consequences of which for Pakistan have yet to be fully explored. 
Th eoretically, the study of Islamism in Western Asia since 2001 has yet to 
propose viable frameworks for understanding the evolution of po liti cal 
Islam, its possibilities, and its dangers. Asef Bayat’s important volume ex-
ploring post- Islamism suggests attentiveness to movements and discourses 
that seek to reconcile Islamic piety and demo cratic practice,119 but Shadi Ha-
mid warns against the assumptions of post- Islamism, stating that Islamist 
movements moderated under conditions of repression and not those of po-
liti cal participation.120 A continued attention to the sorts of relationships 
engendered by such movements is essential alongside study of state- 
centered politics of Western Asia.
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PAKISTAN AND WEST ASIA SINCE 2008

In the period since 2008, we have also seen the completion of the full term 
by the PPP- led Parliament in 2013 and the inauguration of a Parliament 
led by the Pakistan Muslim League— Nawaz (PML- N). Rather than mili-
tary leaders, po liti cal parties and parliamentary consensus directed Paki-
stan’s relations with Saudi Arabia and Iran through this period, and it may 
be anticipated that they will continue to do so.

Th e needs of Pakistan’s ailing power sector dominated policy concerns 
regarding relations with both fuel- rich countries during this period. From 
2008 to 2013, the PPP championed the building of the Iran– Pakistan pipe-
line and was snubbed by the Saudi government, which had long professed a 
dislike of the PPP leadership. On the PML- N’s assumption of power in 2013, 
the progress over the gas pipeline immediately slowed, and local news was 
dominated by Nawaz Sharif ’s immediate appeal to Saudi Arabia for aid, sug-
gesting a repetition of his policies of the 1990s, which led to greater close-
ness to Saudi Arabia at the expense of economic ties and diplomatic ties to 
Iran. Nawaz Sharif ’s approach envisages aid primarily in the form of de-
ferred payment for furnace oil imports. Other forms of fi nancial support 
off ered by Saudi Arabia, such as funding for the Neelum Jhelum Hydro-
power Project, are for small amounts.121

Pakistan’s balance of payments has continued to be aff ected by worker 
remittances from Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, the most re-
cent fi gures reporting that of $13.9 billion in worker remittances over the 
fi nancial year July 2012– June 2013, $4.1 billion came from expat workers in 
Saudi Arabia and $2.7 billion from the United Arab Emirates.122 Th e news 
that Saudi Arabia intends to regularize and reduce its expat workforce by 
fi ning and jailing guest workers violating the conditions of residency and 
work authorization in order to give a relative advantage to its own citizens 
was met with some concern in Pakistan, which estimates that thousands of 
low- wage Pakistani workers in Saudi Arabia will be aff ected by this.123 Th e 
boost to the bud get from remittances, however, does little to correct a grow-
ing defi cit in its balance of payments with Saudi Arabia.124 Weinbaum and 
Khurram describe a series of high- level meetings that cemented Nawaz 
Sharif ’s government’s relationship with the Kingdom in early 2014 and 
began to tilt the balance of Pakistan’s Western Asian relations in favor of 
Saudi Arabia.125

In addition to its economic concerns, Pakistan faces worsening sectar-
ian tension in the country, which both of the country’s main po liti cal par-
ties seem unwilling or unable to confront. Despite the Shia background of 
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the Bhutto- Zardari family and the secular professions of the party, attacks 
on the Shia Hazaras in Baluchistan126 and on urban Shia communities in 
other parts of the country127 suggested little in the way of government ef-
forts to stem sectarian tensions from 2008 to 2013. Th e popularity of leaders 
campaigning for negotiation with the Taliban in the 2013 election and the 
fact that the PML- N has links with anti- Shia Sunni extremist individuals 
and organizations in the Punjab indicate a mainstreaming of a pro- Sunni 
po liti cal agenda in Pakistan.128

Tensions between Saudi Arabia and Iran have also escalated over the last 
de cade. Th is tension has played out most directly in Bahrain, where Iran 
supports the local disadvantaged Shia population, while Saudi Arabia has 
lent men, arms, and money to defend the royal family and Sunni interests 
on this island.129 Increasing international isolation of Iran and the po liti cal 
uncertainty in Egypt, Syria, and Libya have increased the determination 
and ability of the Saudi government to resist po liti cal challenge in its own 
country and in the region.

In Pakistan, the rise of the Sunni extremist group Jundallah in Balu-
chistan,130 attacks on Iran’s consular staff  in Peshawar, and attacks on Shia pil-
grims either traveling to or returning from visits to Iran131 suggest that the 
Saudi– Irani competition continues to spill over. Although there is no iden-
tifi able single source of rising anti- Shia sentiment and militancy across the 
country, the impunity with which madrasahs and mosques across the coun-
try may preach anti- Shia sentiment and the links of Arab patrons to such 
institutions have indicated to many observers of the region that such insti-
tutions are the linchpins for Arab sponsorship of a sectarian agenda.

CONCLUSION

Pakistan’s relations with Saudi Arabia and Iran  were driven primarily by 
military and security concerns and management of relations with the United 
States until 1973, when the change in the price of oil alongside new ideas 
about economic regionalism made regional trade, capital fl ows, and eco-
nomics the primary motivating factors behind these relationships. Curi-
ously, during both these periods, an idea of Islamic transnationalism was 
employed in diff erent ways— fi rst to cement anti- Soviet and anti- Israeli co-
operation and then to formulate an ethically derived system of economic 
cooperation.

Th rough both these periods, a Sunni-  and Arab- centered Islamic vision 
prevailed, with some key diff erences. Until the 1970s, the Arab center of re-
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gional pan- Islamism was Egypt, a center of Salafi  revivalism and trans-
national religious debate fostered at Al Azhar while cultural and intellec-
tual relations with Iran  were strongly supported for historic and linguistic 
reasons.132 However, with the circulation of capital, the growth in hajj travel 
since the 1970s, urban development, and increase in economic migrations 
from Pakistan to the Gulf and Saudi Arabia, these countries have become 
the embodiment and center of an Arab world as seen from Pakistan.

Relations with Saudi Arabia, and to a lesser extent the United Arab Emir-
ates, emerged through regional bilateral alliances and  were closely con-
trolled by governmental oversight on both sides. But the Arab economy and 
relations with Pakistan have incubated a Sunni, Arab- centered regionalism, 
which has implications outside the sphere of bilateral relations. Th e agents 
of this regionalism are the moneyed sheikhs and the oil industry of Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, which have acted as patrons of Paki-
stan’s Sunni worshippers, students, ulama, military, politicians, and profes-
sionals. Largesse, distributed through personal and diplomatic gestures of 
“friendship,” have simultaneously incubated a Sunni identity and oil de pen-
dency in Pakistan.

Military exigencies in the Middle East, Nawaz Sharif ’s po liti cal leanings, 
and Iran’s continued refusal to give up nuclear technology will only increase 
the importance of Pakistan to Saudi Arabia as a source of arms, military 
training, and nuclear technologies. Yet it is important to note that while the 
po liti cal tensions created by Pakistani Baluch interest in Iran’s Sistan- 
Baluchistan and Iran’s interest in Af ghan i stan have not been resolved and 
the fate of the gas pipeline remains uncertain, tensions between the two 
countries have not escalated and Iran’s own po liti cal, cultural, and religious 
ambassadors in Pakistan continue to exert a quiet infl uence. Pakistan’s rela-
tions with Iran have survived dramatic po liti cal change in both countries, 
and there is little to suggest that Pakistan wants another hostile neighbor. 
Like many others in the region, it is most likely that Pakistan will wait to 
see how its two allies will confront ISIS and respond to American concerns 
and that it will continue to work with both of them militarily and diplo-
matically as they do so. Historically, such realpolitik has clearly marked 
Pakistan’s foreign relations position in Western Asia, over religious inter-
pretative considerations.
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NOTES

 1. Signifi cantly, I do not cover the events of 1999–2008 and the transformation of 
Pakistan’s relations with the Middle East during the war on terror and around the 
question of Af ghan i stan. Th is is a topic that has great bearing on Pakistan’s rela-
tions in the Middle East and is deserving of serious scholarly inquiry on its own 
terms.

 2. I base this assertion on the restrictions on travel through border controls and 
technologies of identifi cation, which began from the late nineteenth century, and 
British monopolies on trade in the Persian Gulf and Indian Ocean from the late 
eigh teenth century. Other sorts of relations between South Asia and the Gulf  were 
fostered through the native agency system so compellingly described by James 
Onley in Arabian Frontiers of the British Raj: Merchants, Rulers, and the British 
in the Nineteenth- Century Gulf (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007).

 3. Onley’s Arabian Frontiers of the British Raj considers this relationship in light of 
the work of the agency system. He argues that the colonial administration on the 
Gulf coast molded this into an extended frontier of colonial India.

 4. Christina Phelps Harris, “Th e Persian Gulf Telegraph of 1864,” Geo graph i cal Jour-
nal 135, no. 2 (1969): 169–190.

 5. J. F. Standish, “British Maritime Policy in the Persian Gulf,” Middle Eastern Stud-
ies 3, no. 4 (1967): 324–354.
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