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Pakistan’s Army and National Stability 

 

Brian Cloughley
1
 

 
Pakistan is yet again in a state of political flux and is likely to remain so for the 

foreseeable future, because the most prominent politicians are at dangerous odds, no 

matter what public sentiments to the contrary may have been uttered. Negotiations 

regarding the reinstatement of the former Chief Justice were intricate and the final 

outcome was forced on a president whose authority – such as it might have been – 

was terminally damaged.  

 

The internal security situation verges on the critical, and ordinary citizens are 

increasingly pessimistic about their safety. The country‟s normal and largely secular 

laws have never applied in the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA), but in 

February 2009 were replaced by a warped version of sharia, or religiously-based law, 

in the “settled area” of Swat District, whose capital, Saidu Sharif, is 130km North 

West of Islamabad. Concurrently the army “suspended” military offensives against 

the Taliban in Swat, but continued operations in FATA. 

 

This paper examines the developing role of the Pakistan army in internal security, its 

position in regard to terrorist groups, and its operations in North West Pakistan. 

 

Irrespective of the complexion and composition of the government in Islamabad, the 

most influential offices in Pakistan remain those of the president and the chief of the 

army staff, with the chief justice in the background, holding more cards than formerly, 

but still in no position to act as other than a moderating influence concerning possible 

infringements of the Constitution.  But the checks and balances of the 1973 

Constitution are merely a memory, and its many amendments, of which the two most 

egregious may be the Eighth, constructed under General Zia ul Haq in 1985, and the 

Seventeenth, passed in 2003 at the behest of President Musharraf, have confused 

rather than clarified the principles of enlightened governance under which the 

Constitution was composed. Zia instituted a form of government that concentrated on 

presidential power, consistent with a mindset that was essentially didactic in the moral 

sense. His influence on the army was pervasive and long-lasting, and the forces of 

moderation – those to whom a secular style was more acceptable than the hard-line 

Islamism that was the focus of Zia – suffered accordingly. 

 

The effects of Zia‟s religiosity included the forging of relationships between 

uniformed personnel and ultra-religious groups whose attraction for the military lay 

partly in their dedication to weakening the Indian state, which has ever been the focus 

of Pakistan‟s armed services.  

 

The conflict in Afghanistan (caused by the Soviet invasion in 1979), and insurrection 

in Indian-administered Kashmir (which began a decade later as the result of corrupt 

government), involved “guest militants” of many persuasions, but mainly those with 

extreme religious views. In Afghanistan, many of these fighters were citizens of 

                                                 
1
 Brian Cloughley is a Consultant on South Asian political and military affairs. The views expressed 

are entirely those of Mr Brian Cloughley and should not be construed as reflecting the views of the 

PSRU, Department of Peace Studies or the University of Bradford.  
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Pakistan; in Kashmir, almost all were Pakistanis. (In Srinagar in 2003 the writer was 

given proof of involvement of some foreigners, Arab and Central Asian.) 

 

The Afghanistan-oriented armed bands were trained and supplied with weapons by a 

chain of benefactors including Saudi Arabia, the United States, Britain and Pakistan. 

Day-to-day coordination was effected by Pakistan‟s intelligence services and the 

army, whose officers were carrying out their duties at the behest of the western world, 

which concentrated exclusively on countering communism in Afghanistan. There 

were no western plans for reconstruction or development in the event of Soviet troops 

withdrawing, and when this eventually took place in 1989 the ensuing anarchy did 

nothing to diminish liaison between Pakistan‟s military and various groups that were 

supported by Islamabad. The mainly Pushtun Taliban were endorsed by the Pakistan 

army, which was distrustful of the northern warlords, and when they gained power 

throughout most of the country in 1996 their government was recognised by that of 

Benazir Bhutto in Islamabad.
2
  This recognition was extended by the next prime 

minister, Nawaz Sharif, in May 1997. 

 

The army continued to support the Taliban until the US invasion of Afghanistan in 

late 2001, when the then government of General Musharraf was persuaded – perhaps 

forced – to cease assistance and recognition and to withdraw the liaison and training 

teams who had been attached to Taliban groups. (For example, the Taliban had 

artillery, but little expertise in its use; this and other gaps were filled by Pakistani 

soldiers who were withdrawn in a dramatic evacuation when the Taliban collapsed.) 

 

There was, therefore, a nexus between the army (and especially the Directorate of 

Inter Services Intelligence, which had the leading role in contact and cooperation), 

which in some individual instances was maintained to some degree, just at were 

contacts with Kashmir-oriented groups. 

 

When the Kashmir uprising began, the brutality with which it was met created even 

further resentment in the Valley; this resulted in more decisive armed reaction against 

Indian security forces, and an expanded cycle of extreme violence. Pakistan, never 

loath to capitalise on India‟s discomfort or difficulties, took the opportunity, through 

the army, to foster various groupings that were intent on creating mayhem on the 

Indian side of the Line of Control. Their efforts grew, year by year, and there was no 

doubt they had official backing from within Pakistan. Pakistan army hospitals in 

Kashmir, for example, were ordered to treat wounded members of guerrilla bands, 

and there was abundant military assistance, much of it funded, through ISI, by Saudi 

Arabia, other Gulf states, and Islamic charities in Pakistan and overseas. 

 

A Human Rights Watch report of 1994 stated that “There is compelling evidence that 

elements of the Pakistani government have sponsored a significant flow of arms to 

Kashmiri militants, as well as an extensive training programme.”
3
 

 

Army units along the Line of Control were not only told to turn a blind eye to armed 

line-crossers, but on occasions gave them covering fire by use of small arms and even 

                                                 
2
 Steve Coll, "Ghost Wars: The Secret History of the CIA, Afghanistan, and bin Laden, from the Soviet 

Invasion to September 10, 2001", Penguin Press HC, US, 2004. 
3
  Human Rights Watch : http://www.hrw.org/en/reports/1994/09/01/arms-and-abuses-indian-punjab-

and-kashmir  

http://www.hrw.org/en/reports/1994/09/01/arms-and-abuses-indian-punjab-and-kashmir
http://www.hrw.org/en/reports/1994/09/01/arms-and-abuses-indian-punjab-and-kashmir
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artillery.  Soldiers were placed in the strange and even invidious position of being 

ordered to ignore the very activity that they were in part positioned to detect and 

deter. This ambivalence was to continue there and elsewhere. 

 

Following the militarily successful but politically disastrous incursion into the Kargil 

sector over the winter and spring of 1999, there was a rethink of policy by General 

Musharraf, whose coup took place only five months after US pressure forced the 

government of Nawaz Sharif to order him to withdraw troops from their positions on 

the Indian side of the Line.  He then initiated approaches to India to try to negotiate 

about Kashmir and bilateral affairs in general.  

 

The first attempt, the summit at Agra in 2001, failed because Musharraf had no 

experience of international politics and expected Mr Vajpayee to be able to make 

agreements without consulting his advisers and the political supporters on whom his 

government‟s existence depended. It was a case of the military mind imagining that 

major matters of international affairs could be decided without going through the 

frustrating but necessary – and complex – routine of consultation, low-level 

negotiation, production of position papers and the plethora of work that is essential 

before two leaders announce an agreement that they constructed to be as acceptable as 

possible to the majority of parties involved. 

 

Musharraf learned from his experience, and through back-channel means managed to 

establish contact with elements of the Indian government, and quiet negotiations again 

began.  

 

In 2002-2003, Pakistan‟s formerly intransigent position on Kashmir began to alter, in 

part because of a genuine desire on the part of Islamabad to seek rapprochement with 

India, and to an extent because of international criticism such as that of the then 

British Foreign Minister Jack Straw, who stated in Parliament in June 2002 that:  

 

“Terrorism [in Indian-administered Kashmir] has had the covert support of the 

Inter-Services Intelligence Directorate . . .  Her Majesty’s government accepts 

that there is a clear link between ISID and these groups – Lashkar-e-Tayiba, 

Jaish-e-Mohammed and Harakat Mujahideen – which have been proscribed in 

Britain.”
4
 

 

The army was deeply involved in supporting the militants, but had to alter course 

when Musharraf ordered that support be withdrawn from them, and in October 2003 

there was establishment of an unofficial ceasefire along the LOC. (It could hardly 

have been officially announced, because under the terms of the Simla Accord “Both 

sides further undertake to refrain from the threat or the use of force in violation of this 

line,”
5
 and to establish a further ceasefire would be for the sides to admit that they had 

been violating the terms of the Agreement, which, of course, both had been doing for 

many years.) 

 

Gradually, in 2003-2004, the army withdrew personnel and logistics support from 

militant groups, and several camps in Pakistan-administered Kashmir were closed 

                                                 
4
 British Foreign and Commonwealth Office release: 

http://www.fco.gov.uk/resources/en/news/2003/10/fco_nst_100602_strawindpak  
5
 Simla Agreement IV (ii); see  http://www.jammu-kashmir.com/documents/simla.html 

http://www.fco.gov.uk/resources/en/news/2003/10/fco_nst_100602_strawindpak
http://www.jammu-kashmir.com/documents/simla.html
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down, although financial support continued to be obtained from other than ISI 

channels, largely through Islamic charity organisations and other funding 

arrangements through the Kashmiri diaspora‟s extensive hawala network. Army units 

stationed in Kashmir, notably those of the Azad Kashmir Regiment, which recruits 

from its eponymous region, found themselves required to take action against the 

militants who they had formerly facilitated. Whether or not this involved exchanges 

of fire is not known, although there were rumours of some militant casualties having 

been caused by army action. 

 

Some militant groups complained about the new government and army attitude and 

actions, which limited their activities, and it became apparent from 2002 onwards that 

numbers of militant-initiated incidents in Indian-administered Kashmir continued to 

decline, although there were spikes. Casualty figures declined markedly, as shown in 

the table: 

 

Fatalities in Indian-administered Kashmir  

2001 - 2008
6
 

Year Incidents Civilians  Security 

Force 

Personnel  

Militants  Total  

2001  3278 1067  590  2850  4507  

2002  n/a 839 469 1714 3022 

2003  n/a 658 338 1546 2542 

2004  n/a 534 325 951 1810 

2005  n/a 521 218 1000 1739 

2006  1667 349 168 599 1116 

2007  1092 164 121 492 777 

2008  n/a 69 90 382 541 

 

Source: Adapted from South Asia Intelligence Review. 
7
 

 

Although there have been fewer incidents, year by year, the nature of the insurgency 

changed from an essentially nationalist uprising against corrupt and inefficient rule to 

a more religiously-based conflict which relied increasingly on non-Kashmiris whose 

Islamic convictions were dominant. Their connection to Pakistan as a state and 

Kashmir as a political entity appeared predicated on their Islamic credentials rather 

than on considerations of nationhood and conventional social improvement (as 

distinct from such schemes as imposition of Sharia law).  In this they had some 

influence on the army, in that the militants‟ religious emphasis was acceptable to 

troops whose own ideals were to a great extent moulded by religious adherence to 

what is, after all, an Islamic state whose very existence, they have long been led to 

believe, is regarded as inimical by Hindu India.    

 

So far as is known there has been no overt objection to GHQ‟s orders to cease support 

for militants, but the change in policy must have been difficult to accept by many 

                                                 
6
 It should be noted that figures are provided by official Indian sources, and that the totals of „militants‟ 

may include civilians 
7
 See South Asia Intelligence Review 

http://satp.org/satporgtp/countries/india/states/jandk/data_sheets/annual_casualties.htm  

http://satp.org/satporgtp/countries/india/states/jandk/data_sheets/annual_casualties.htm
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soldiers, if only because they were being ordered to hinder rather than help co-

religionists who were fighting what they perceived to be a common foe. 

 

Following the earthquake in Pakistan-administered Kashmir in October 2005 the army 

found itself in the peculiar position of cooperating with militant groups which gave 

much-needed and effective assistance to victims. The army, contrary to some ill-

intentioned media reports at the time, reacted swiftly to the disaster. (For example, 

within a few hours a battalion in the base at Kharian, on the Grand Trunk Road, half-

way between Rawalpindi and Lahore, was sent north and, after being stopped by 

landslides, left its trucks and marched overnight to the area.) But the armed groups 

were already present in large numbers, especially around the capital, Muzaffarabad, 

and could react quickly.  

 

General Musharraf stated that “an administrative vacuum . . .  has thus been filled by 

militant organisations,” and his Director General of Inter Service Public Relations, 

Major General Shaukat Sultan said that “There is no bar on the activities of the 

militant outfits as long as they serve a humanitarian purpose,”
8
 which indubitably 

served to legitimise their efforts, which were much appreciated by Kashmiris. One 

local health worker was reported as saying that  

 

“We commend them [militants] because they were the ones who reached here 

even before the army. They recovered the dead bodies and pulled hundreds of 

children from the debris of collapsed school buildings.”  

 

And the head of the Jamaat-ud-Dawa, the Islamic charity organisation which is a front 

for the banned Lashkar-e-Toiba (LeT) announced that “Our organisation happened to 

be the first to establish relief and medical camps in the quake-hit areas.”  

 

The army was placed in a difficult situation, and perforce had to accept the presence 

and involvement of well-equipped and staffed militant organisations.  To do otherwise 

would have not only detracted from much-needed relief work, but roused considerable 

ill-feeling among Kashmiris, whose civilian administration was unable to cope with 

the crisis. The militants were regarded as being on an equal footing with the 

government and the army, and the ripple effect to the rest of Pakistan was such that it 

became increasingly difficult to move effectively against the groups, lest there be 

public reaction to the point of extreme violence. Foreign officials and commentators 

observed that the government and the army were “not doing enough” to counter what 

was perceived as an international threat, and there was much criticism of the lack of 

direct action. There were increasing reports in the international media to the effect 

that elements of the army and ISI were actively supporting Taliban, the very 

extremists who were killing soldiers. 

 

In July 2007 the army carried out a successful operation in the Lal Masjid, the Red 

Mosque in Islamabad, that resulted in the death of some 70 well-armed extremists 

who had been holding hostages. Eleven soldiers were killed, but some sections of the 

media, at the time intent on eroding Musharraf‟s grip on power and prepared to 

employ any means to diminish his standing in the country, concentrated on the 

                                                 
8
 Ashfaq Yusufzai, Inter Press Service News Agency, 28 November 2005: 

http://ipsnews.net/print.asp?idnews=31203 

http://ipsnews.net/print.asp?idnews=31203
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political aspects of the siege and assault, and one Urdu language newspaper carried a 

leader to the effect that “The entire nation is drowned in shock and grief today. They 

are mourning the brute use of force [by the army, rather than by the terrorists].”
9
 The 

army did not receive the credit that was its due, and extremist propagandists spread 

wild stories concerning the alleged number of people killed.  This resulted in 

hardening of anti-government attitudes in many areas, most notably in FATA where a 

cease-fire agreement was abrogated by Taliban and pro-Taliban groups.  The 

government had tried to negotiate with the fanatics in the mosque, knowing that 

military action would cause casualties, but its actions were generally portrayed as 

being inadequate and then overdone.  

 

 In 2007 General Kayani, then Director General Inter Services Intelligence, stated to 

the writer that “of course” there were contacts with various groups, because the 

alternative was that if pressured they would go completely underground. It was 

impossible to neutralise them entirely and therefore better in the [then] circumstances, 

the general said, that there be some sort of overt communication rather than force 

them into direct confrontation.  This policy has altered, and there have been reports of 

direct action, following the terrorist attack on Mumbai in 2008. In December a 

Jamaat-ud-Dawa (in effect LeT) camp at Shawai in Pakistan-administered Kashmir 

was raided by the army which detained Zaki-ur-Rehman Lakhvi, the group‟s central 

planner, who is said by India to have been behind the Mumbai atrocities.
10

 There has 

been no official confirmation of the raid, but, of considerable significance, it did not 

result in demonstrations in Kashmir or elsewhere, which is perhaps indicative that 

Pakistanis have become less supportive or tolerant of militants‟ activities, given the 

increase in terrorist attacks within the country.  According to a Gallup Poll in late 

2008, an overall majority of citizens agree that there should be more action against 

“terrorist activities”: 

 

 
 

[No polling took place in FATA or Pakistan-administered Kashmir] 

 

In the tribal areas, where all but one of the Agencies, Orakzai, adjoin Afghanistan, the 

army continues its operations against Taliban and Taliban-associated tribesmen, many 

of whom had no such liaison or inclination prior to military operations in the region. 

                                                 
9
 BBC Pakistan Press Review, 11 July 2007 ; http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/6290594.stm  

10
 Christian Science Monitor, 9 December 2008; http://www.csmonitor.com/2008/1209/p01s01-

wosc.html 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/6290594.stm
http://www.csmonitor.com/2008/1209/p01s01-wosc.html
http://www.csmonitor.com/2008/1209/p01s01-wosc.html
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Considerable disruption has been caused to tribespeople, hundreds of thousands of 

whom have been forced to flee their villages to exist in camps erected by the 

government and the UN High Commission for Refugees.
11

 Unfortunately the notable 

absence of young men in the camps has been assessed as indicating that many are 

joining the ranks of the insurgents.  One patriarchal tribal was reported as saying in 

February 2009 that “Our youths have become bitterly angry. The courageous among 

them have joined Taliban, no matter whether they agree with their philosophy or 

not,”
12

 and it is apparent that the army‟s clearance operations and US drone attacks 

inside Pakistan have created an unquantifiable but obviously most significant degree 

of extreme resentment in the tribal areas.  

 

On 10 April 2009 The News newspaper in Pakistan, acting on a briefing by the 

authorities,  reported that: 

 

“Of the 60 cross-border predator strikes carried out by the Afghanistan-based 

American drones in Pakistan between January 14, 2006 and April 8, 2009, only 

10 were able to hit their actual targets, killing 14 wanted al-Qaeda leaders, 

besides perishing 687 innocent Pakistani civilians. The success percentage of 

the US predator strikes thus comes to not more than six per cent. Figures 

compiled by the Pakistani authorities show that a total of 701 people, including 

14 al-Qaeda leaders, have been killed since January 2006 in 60 American 

predator attacks targeting the tribal areas of Pakistan. Two strikes carried out 

in 2006 had killed 98 civilians while three attacks conducted in 2007 had slain 

66 Pakistanis, yet none of the wanted al-Qaeda or Taliban leaders could be hit 

by the Americans right on target. However, of the 50 drone attacks carried out 

between January 29, 2008 and April 8, 2009, 10 hit their targets and killed 14 

wanted al-Qaeda operatives. Most of these attacks were carried out on the basis 

of intelligence believed to have been provided by the Pakistani and Afghan 

tribesmen who had been spying for the US-led allied forces stationed in 

Afghanistan. The remaining 50 drone attacks went wrong due to faulty 

intelligence information, killing hundreds of innocent civilians, including women 

and children. The number of the Pakistani civilians killed in those 50 attacks 

stood at 537, in which 385 people lost their lives in 2008 and 152 people were 

slain in the first 99 days of 2009 (between January 1 and April 8).”
13

 

 

The head of the US Senate Armed Forces Committee, Carl Levin,
14

 acknowledged in 

March 2009 that “the price is very heavy” when drone missile strikes kill civilians, 

but said the strikes were “an extremely effective tool.”
15

 There appears to be no 

intention on the part of the United States to cease or even moderate the drone attacks, 

in spite of a forthright meeting between General Kayani and senior US representatives 

in Islamabad on 8 April.  Admiral Mullen, the Chairman of the US Joint Chiefs of 

                                                 
11

 Saeed Shah, The Guardian (UK), 26 October 2008 : Thousands stuck in camps of no return; 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2008/oct/26/pakistan-afghanistan  
12

 US News and World Report, 9 February 2009 : Taliban Finds Fertile Recruiting Ground in 

Pakistan's Tribal Refugee Camps ; http://www.usnews.com/articles/news/world/2009/02/09/taliban-

finds-fertile-recruiting-ground-in-pakistans-tribal-refugee-camps.html?PageNr=2  
13

 The News, Pakistan, 10 April 2009; http://www.thenews.com.pk/top_story_detail.asp?Id=21440  
14

 http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/l/carl_levin/index.html?inline=nyt-per  
15

 New York Times, 7 April 2009 : http://www.nytimes.com/2009/04/07/world/asia/07drone.html  

http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2008/oct/26/pakistan-afghanistan
http://www.usnews.com/articles/news/world/2009/02/09/taliban-finds-fertile-recruiting-ground-in-pakistans-tribal-refugee-camps.html?PageNr=2
http://www.usnews.com/articles/news/world/2009/02/09/taliban-finds-fertile-recruiting-ground-in-pakistans-tribal-refugee-camps.html?PageNr=2
http://www.thenews.com.pk/top_story_detail.asp?Id=21440
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/l/carl_levin/index.html?inline=nyt-per
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/04/07/world/asia/07drone.html
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Staff, and Mr Holbrooke, President Obama‟s envoy for the region, were again told 

that the strikes were unacceptable, but there was no meeting of minds.     

 

There is much resentment concerning US policy at all levels of the army, which 

considers that unilateral strikes by the US reflect poorly on Pakistan‟s position as a 

willing associate in the US effort to eradicate elements considered to be a threat to 

American security. In Kashmir the army had to accept the post-earthquake anomaly of 

tolerating militant bands, but in FATA it has to bear with the knowledge that its 

operations are most adversely affecting the lives of ordinary citizens of Pakistan.  The 

fact that these citizens are tribals makes military action a delicate matter, as some 20 

per cent of the army‟s soldiers are of Pushtun stock.  There is no evidence that this has 

caused any disciplinary problem, but the fact remains that any commander would be 

unwise to ignore the sensitivity of committing troops of specific origins in operations 

that might involve their own kith and kin.  

 

A major problem for the army, however, was and continues to be unfamiliarity with 

counterinsurgency techniques. The great majority of units are trained in large-scale 

conventional manoeuvre warfare, and are skilled in armoured operations. When it 

became necessary to withdraw formations from the eastern border to counter 

militancy in the west, there were few if any units that had experience of the very 

different tactics essential in counterinsurgency. It was necessary to conduct in-area 

training of all units, not only those expecting to be directly involved in patrols, 

ambushes and attacks. Logistics elements, especially those operating or relying 

heavily on ground transport, are extremely vulnerable to action by dissidents, and it 

took many weeks for lessons to be learned and training imparted, during which time 

there were many casualties.
16

   

 

(It is notable that the US army, under the auspices of General Petraeus, now 

commander in the region, found it necessary in 2006-2007 to produce a new 

instruction Manual (FM 3-24) on counterinsurgency. It had been realised, after three 

years conducting such operations, that much of the army was not properly trained for 

the nature of wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.)  

 

General Kayani has ordered that 2009 should be “The Year of Training”, focusing at 

the unit level rather than conducting major formation exercises, and aimed at 

improving all aspects of lower-level expertise. This will also have the effect of cutting 

the number of large-scale exercises, resulting in reduced operating costs, although it 

will be necessary to maintain conventional skills.  It can be expected that the army‟s 

emphasis on counterinsurgency will be maintained and that increasing numbers of 

units and formations will rotate from the eastern border to the west should the internal 

security situation deteriorate, as it appears likely to do. 

 

The army‟s morale appears good, and general standards of discipline and training are 

more than satisfactory. It suffers from a lack of high-quality junior officers, but it is 

possible that economic trends may result in attraction of more young people to a 

military career. In spite of many strains, the army considers it represents solidity and 

continuity in an unstable state, but under Kayani and his likely successor the army 

                                                 
16

  Briefings to the writer in Pakistan. 
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will stay out of politics, although its chief will continue to have influence behind the 

scenes.  

 

Further, the army chief is reluctant to become involved in the policing aspects of 

internal security, as was evident at the time of the demonstrations in support of the 

Chief Justice (which contributed to the president's decision to restore him to his post), 

but will remain the force of last resort in the event of major domestic unrest. Although 

it is too much to expect that there will be rapprochement with India to the point of 

reductions in troop levels, the stress on large-scale operations will probably be 

modified, and fewer exercises involving armoured formations will be held. 

 

Pakistan is experiencing severe strains, but can rely on the army to continue to 

perform its duties as required by the Constitution. 

 

 


