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Insurrection in Pakistan’s Tribal Areas 
 

Brian Cloughley1 
 
 
The Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) in Pakistan’s North West Frontier 
Province (NWFP) are by contemporary standards anomalous and reactionary in terms of 
governance and social development. It can be argued that a degree of democracy obtains 
because members of tribes (except women) have a say in their own affairs by reason of their 
participation in debate at tribal gatherings, or jirgas; but it is apparent that this system of self-
regulation by consensus has deteriorated in effectiveness and is unlikely to survive. The 
demise of the jirga would be tolerable were there any alternative other than ascendancy of 
Islamic practice and law (sharia) in their most extreme manifestation. 
  
Pakistan’s central government has attempted to change the system of administration and 
government of the tribal areas by means of a wide-ranging devolution plan proposed in 2002, 
but the current anarchy in FATA has caused action to be delayed indefinitely. 
  
The invasion of Afghanistan in 2001-2002 and ensuing widespread disorder and massive 
increase in illegal drug production and general criminality have served to destabilise 
Pakistan’s frontier region. US forces’ incursions and air strikes within Pakistan, motivated by 
an imperative military objective of eradicating cross-border movement by militant tribesmen 
and other armed elements in the region, have caused unprecedented distrust and hatred of the 
US and, by extension, all foreigners. Pakistan’s president and authorities, including the army, 
are regarded by most of Pakistan’s citizens as acting at the behest of Washington, and, 
accordingly, military operations in FATA and elsewhere in NWFP have met considerable 
resistance. Antipathy to central government has been fostered by religious zealots and others 
having political or criminal motives for encouraging destabilisation of Pakistan as a whole 
  
This paper describes the tribal areas and their political and military situation, assesses the 
impact of US policy on stability in the frontier region, and offers a proposal for future action. 
 
The Tribal Insurrection 
The present insurrection in Pakistan’s Federally Administered Tribal Areas began in 
February 2003 when the army conducted its first aggressive action (as distinct from peaceful 
entry to the so-called No Go areas in 2002). The operation was mounted because of reports 
that militants from Afghanistan were present in the Frontier. The US Congressional Research 
Service recorded that ‘Senior Pakistani officials reportedly said that heavy US pressure had 
contributed to preparations for a major new military operation against Al Qaeda and Taliban 
remnants in the NWFP near Afghanistan,’ and that on 24 February ‘Pakistani troops using 
helicopter gunships and artillery launched a counterterrorism operation in South Waziristan 
that resulted in the arrest of 20 suspected Islamic radicals.’2  So began a new era of major 
military confrontation in FATA, most of whose male inhabitants relish the opportunity to 
indulge in savagery in what they have been persuaded to perceive as a justifiable war against 
those who support foreign infidels. 
                                                 
1 Brian Cloughley is a commentator on South Asian political and military affairs. The views expressed in this 
article are solely those of the author, and do not in any way represent the views of the PSRU, the Department of 
Peace Studies, or the University of Bradford.   
2 US Congressional Research Service. (The CRS is forbidden to publicise its excellent analyses.) 
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Pakistan’s Tribal Areas 
 

 
 
 
There are seven tribal Agencies in FATA (see map) with a total population estimated at some 
3.5 million. As with other human development statistics the 1998 census figure of 3.2 million 
was reached without admission of officials to large tracts of the area and with no access to 
women. Literacy is officially 29.5% for men and 3% for women,3 but the true figure is 
probably much less, based on the facts that there are few schools, many of which have been 
closed, bombed, or burned down, and that female education is discouraged by powerful 

                                                 
3 Government of Pakistan http://www.fata.gov.pk/index.php?link=9  
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religious leaders and retrogressive tribal custom.4 FATA is larger than Wales (and more 
mountainous), with an area of 27,220 sq km, about the same size as Albania or the US State 
of Vermont. The border with Afghanistan is 1200 kilometres long, and, as Mr Donald 
Rumsfeld stated, “It’s a very complicated area to try to seal, and there’s just simply no way 
you can put a perfect cork in the bottle.”5  
 
The population of NWFP is some 40 million, almost all Pushtun (also Pashtun, Pukhtoon and 
other variants), as are 13 million inhabitants of Afghanistan’s border and west-central 
regions. There are still some 1.3 million UN-registered Afghan refugees in Pakistan, mostly 
Pushtuns, and most of them in North West Frontier Province. Many thousands of non-
registered Afghans live elsewhere, mainly in Karachi.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Pushtun Areas of Afghanistan and Pakistan shown in red 
 
Given cultural similarities between the inhabitants of each side of the border it would be 
surprising were there not intensive communication between them, irrespective of any other 
factor.  Cross-border passage of licit goods and citizens of both countries accounts for 
movement of several thousands of people each week, via supervised routes and other 
informal (and necessarily more difficult) tracks; but it is transfer of highly profitable illegal 
goods that causes concern. 
 
Existence of a thriving illegal drug industry in Afghanistan has resulted in a requirement on 
the part of criminals to export the product in various forms and by whatever route considered 
most effective for onward transmission. Much is sent via the northern states of Turkmenistan, 
Uzbekistan and Afghanistan, but most is routed through Iran and Pakistan.6 In the years of 
the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan the passage of weapons from Pakistan was regarded as 
                                                 
4 During visits to schools for the purpose of a survey in 1996-97 it was found that 29 percent of male and 37 per 
cent of female teachers were absent.  See Problems of Education, Health and Infrastructure in FATA by Dr 
Haider Zaman, in Tribal Areas of Pakistan: Challenges and Responses , Pervaiz Iqbal Cheema & Maqsudul 
Hasan Nuri (Eds), Islamabad Policy Research Institute 2005. Given the situation now obtaining in the tribal belt, 
and the threats being issued to non-religious education institutions by religious fanatics, it is postulated  that 
these numbers, especially for females, are considerably higher. 
5 Military. Christian Science Monitor, 4 March 2002.    http://www.csmonitor.com/2002/0304/p01s03-
wosc.html    
6 “All of the Afghan opium, obviously, is exported. Most of it  . . . through either Iran or Pakistan. About 20 
percent [is exported] through the northern states of Central Asia -- Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, and so 
forth.” - Antonio Maria Costa, the executive director of the UN Office on Drugs and Crime, 22 March 2007. 
http://www.rferl.org/featuresarticle/2007/03/ee51301d-80b0-4560-8947-13d54dba1baa.html 
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entirely proper by those supporting the mujahideen against foreign occupation. The Soviets 
attempted to counter this smuggling by all means practicable. They failed. 
 
Governance 
The system of governance in FATA is in theory based on the Political Agent (PA) of each 
Agency. These officials operate on the basis of cajolement, bribery (in cash and favours, such 
as offering electricity reticulation – there are no charges for electricity in the tribal areas), and 
the threat of force.  But while this system may have worked to the satisfaction of the tribes 
and the government in times of peace, it is apparent, now, that there has been a breakdown in 
efficacy of the PA and the system of collective agreement concerning disputes. The custom 
of the jirga for settlement of quarrels is ceasing to work because they are increasingly at the 
mercy of ill-intentioned mullahs, religious figures whose influence is almost impossible to 
counter because of their insistence that the Word of God cannot be denied. But it is their 
personal, bigoted and usually malevolent version of that Word that causes grave problems 
and encourages illiterate tribesmen to obey their exhortations to fight against the infidel in 
whatever guise their supposedly spiritual leaders might portray him.  In the Frontier the 
enemy is held to be those who in any way oppose the mullahs’ blinkered interpretation of the 
Koran and Hadith.7 
 
Evidence of what is generally referred to as ‘Talibanisation’ of the region is extensive: there 
have been closures of schools, including almost all girls’ schools; imposition of a non-
shaving ukase (with dire punishment for the clean-shaven); the bombing of NGO-sponsored 
hospitals;  destruction of shops and persecution of shopkeepers selling ‘un-Islamic’ dress, 
music CDs and film DVDs; enforced refusal of polio injections for infants; banning of music 
cassettes in vehicles; and other absurd decrees having nothing to do with Islam, but much to 
do with the dogmatic self-importance of semi-educated self-appointed8 clerics who have 
embraced what they regard as a heaven-sent opportunity to direct an already primitive society 
in the most dismal and reversionary fashion.  
 
Military Situation 
The military strength of the tribes and other elements in the Frontier is not known precisely, 
but the authority Khalid Aziz, a former Chief Secretary of NWFP, estimates that in 
Waziristan Agencies (North and South) alone, there are “80,000 males in the age bracket 18-
25 who seek employment.”9 Extrapolated to include the other five Agencies this indicates 
that as many as 200,000 young men are available to fight against what they have been 
persuaded to believe is an invading and anti-Islamic force. The amount of weaponry held by 
insurgents is also unknown but as every able-bodied man, rebel or not, carries a weapon of 
some description, it is apparent that there is no shortage. The tribes have rockets and artillery 
in addition to small arms. 
  
The military position in January 2008 is that the Pakistan army and para-military Frontier 
Corps (FC) are holding their own in FATA, with the army taking an increasingly large part in 
counter-insurgency operations, having been substantially reinforced from formations on the 
eastern border. The Frontier Corps, of some 60,000 men in NWFP, is under strain because its 

                                                 
7 The Hadith (sometimes plural) are of two types and relate “to the deeds and utterances of the prophet as 
recounted by his companions”. (The Concise Encyclopaedia of Islam, Cyril Glassé, Stacey International 2002.) 
The opportunities for selective interpretation of the utterances are boundless. 
8 Although there are theology institutions in abundance there is no formal selection by any criteria of those who 
would be clerics.  
9 Causes of the Rebellion in Waziristan,  Khalid Aziz, Criterion magazine (Islamabad), April-June 2007. 
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members are all Pushtun and there are extreme pressures placed upon them in regard to 
combating fellow Muslim tribesmen and, of even more sensitivity, members of other tribes 
with whom they are at feud. In former years it was possible to limit FC units to operations in 
areas where there would be no likelihood of ancient rivalries complicating their activities and 
movement, but this has not been possible in the recent past, given the extensive commitment 
to patrolling and manning check-posts throughout the territory. Even regular army units have 
experienced problems of reluctance to engage co-religionists.  
  
The tribes have their own problems, as feuding is rife. The Wazirs and Mahsuds of South 
Waziristan, for example, are unlikely to form any other than an uneasy and most temporary 
alliance, and this holds for other Agencies. In Khyber there is a savage feud between the 
Deobandi and Barelvi sects of Sunni Islam, and the Sunnis and Shias of Orakzai and Kurram 
Agencies lose no opportunity for mayhem. The art, in the past, was to keep these feuds at a 
level at which they distracted the tribes from waging war on government forces while 
limiting the amount of damage and carnage in the frontier as a whole. But this is 
impracticable in current circumstances. 
 
Perceptions in the Tribal Areas 
There appears to be little doubt that there are elements of al Qaeda in the area, whether self-
styled or dubbed as such by officials and the media. The Taliban influence is verging on 
overwhelming, and every pronouncement by government or foreign officials, especially those 
made by the latter in Afghanistan, is interpreted as a threat against Islam. The rumour in 
January 2008 that US forces would be prepared to physically enter the tribal areas, although 
denied in Washington and Islamabad, is believed as fact throughout Pakistan, and this 
situation was not helped by Canada’s Liberal party leader, Mr Dion, on 16 January when he 
stated in Kabul that  “One day, we are going to have to act because our soldiers are cleaning 
out some areas [in Afghanistan], but . . .  [t]he insurgents go take refuge in Pakistan and they 
are going to come back at the earliest opportunity. This could last very long if we don't tackle 
the problems that often originate from Pakistan.” He also stated   “We are going to have to 
discuss that very actively if they [the Pakistanis] are not able to deal with it on their own. We 
could consider that option with the NATO forces in order to help Pakistan help us pacify 
Afghanistan. As long as we don't solve the problem in Pakistan, I don't see how we can solve 
it in Afghanistan.”10  His subsequent attempt at retraction escaped attention in the Frontier, 
where the tribes are not noted for reading clarifications by foreign politicians. The policy of 
the United States appears at best ambivalent: on one hand there is seemingly unconditional 
support for the regime of President Musharraf, which endorsement has contributed to 
reduction of the president’s domestic acceptability; and on the other there is a stream of 
statements, hints and rumours that US forces are in some fashion prepared to interfere within 
Pakistan. The effect of such reports, all of which are taken to be US government policy, is 
damaging to security in Pakistan‘s tribal areas and throughout the country. 
 
Conclusion 
The insurrection in Pakistan's tribal areas cannot be easily contained and it cannot be defeated 
by exclusively military means. No matter the sophistication of modern weapons and the 
advanced systems available to identify their targets, whereby dozens, scores or even hundreds 
of tribals might be annihilated in a single engagement, there is no possibility that the religious 

                                                 
10 Canwest News Service, January 16, 2008.  
http://www.afghanistannewscenter.com/news/2008/january/jan172008.html   
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and cultural intolerance of these peoples can be eradicated.  For every tribesman who is 
killed, another – at least one other – rises to take his place. It was ever so, and will ever be so. 
  
Although male tribals hold women to be chattels, as wood-gatherers, drawers of water, and 
producers of (preferably male) children – indeed as mere animate beings (although there are 
some remarkable instances of matriarchy) – their killing as a result of assaults and air strikes 
by the military is regarded as unforgiveable.  The death of a male child demands lifelong 
commitment to revenge. The more intensive the military operations, the more deaths will 
occur, and, whether right or wrong in morality as perceived by the West, or by a western-
inclined government in Islamabad,  these killings will be regarded by the tribes as religious 
and cultural persecution amounting to calculated genocide.   
 
A practical tactic, and a necessarily devious one, is the time-tried and effective means of 
discreetly-implemented generous bribery to persuade tribals to adhere to a desired course of 
action.  This approach requires finesse, tact, a deep understanding of the tribes, and even 
some degree of sympathy for their inherent brutality and intransigence. The thrust of 
proposals must be simple and realistic, and the tribal figures involved must be known as those 
who can deliver at least some of what is promised. It cannot be claimed that bribery is a 
panacea, but it is a cheaper and more realistic method of restoring at least some tranquillity to 
the Frontier than exercise of military force to the exclusion of any other policy. The stated 
long-term aim of the government of Pakistan is to encourage the tribes to accept education 
and development combined with ‘enlightened moderation’ in the practice of religion. At the 
moment attainment of the government’s objectives appears impossible, but establishment of 
calm would be a first step in transforming a lawless and unproductive battlefield into a region 
of relative modernity.  
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